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A bstract
T his d isse rta tio n , "Q uestioning A uthorsh ip  in  T w en tie th -C en tu ry  
L ite ra ry  A u tob iog raphy ,"  p rov ides read in g s of n a rra tiv e  au tob iograph ies 
b y  some of th is  c e n tu ry 's  most prom inent and rebellious p ro fessional 
w r i te r s . Ind iv idual c h ap te rs  in te rp re t  th e  au tob iograph ies of Jean -P au l 
S a r tre  and  R ichard  W right, G ertru d e  S te in , Simone de B eauvo ir, and  Zora 
Neale H u rs to n . The au tob iograph ies th a t I rea d  v ariously  re p re se n t th e  
transfo rm ation  of a  w rite r  in to  an a u th o r and  collectively problem atize th e  
p e rso n a l and  lite ra ry  au tho riza tions e ffec ting  th is  transfo rm ation . I 
exam ine how th e se  n a rra tiv e s  p u t in to  question  bo th  p ro cesses  of 
au tho riza tion  and  the  c u ltu ra l con tex ts in  which th e y  o ccu r, con tex ts  
w hich, d iv e rse  though  th e y  a re , all valorize and  reg u la te  th e  c ircu la tion  
of l ite ra ry  t e x t s .
In  c o n tra s t to contem porary  s tu d ies  in  au tob iog raphy  and  in  
a u th o rsh ip , my pro jec t does not assum e th e  n e u tra lity  of th e  term  
"au th o r" ; in s te a d , I ex tend  re se a rc h  in to  th e  d ifferences among w riting  
se lves to  help  account fo r  d ifferences among a u th o rs ' experiences and  
p e rcep tio n s of a u th o rsh ip . Specifically , I illum inate th e  w ays in  which 
a u th o rs ' ra c e , sex u ality , g e n d e r, and  class positions shape  th e ir  n a r ra ­
tive  in q u irie s  in to  the  life -p lo ts  of l ite ra ry  au tho riza tion . While tw en­
tie th -c e n tu ry  au th o rsh ip  comes to ap p ea r as a  b ro ad  field  of d ifference  
th ro u g h  th e se  re a d in g s , all fo u r in te rp re tiv e  ch ap te rs  concern  them selves 
w ith th e  d ifference  th a t  g e n d e r makes in  th e  au thoriza tion  p ro c e s s . In  
add ition , I a tte n d  to d iffe rences among th e  am bivalent re sp o n se s  th a t th e  
women au to b io g rap h ers  make to m asculine ideologies of a u th o rs h ip .
C h a p te r 1 In tro d u c tio n : On R eading  A u thob iog raphy
T he title  o f my p ro je c t, "Q uestion ing  A u tho rsh ip  in  T w en tie th - 
C e n tu ry  L ite ra ry  A u to b io g rap h y ,"  specifies th e  k ind  of te x ts  I s tu d y  in  
th is  p ro je c t . I t  aims to  p re p a re  th e  re a d e r  fo r  ind iv idua l c h a p te rs  w hich 
exam ine th e  au to b io g rap h ies  of some of th e  most p ro m in en t, ra d ic a l, an d  
in flu en tia l p ro fess io n a l w rite rs  of th is  c e n tu ry . T he double e n te n d re  in  
my o therw ise  p ro sa ic  title  is  in te n tio n a l. T he au to b io g rap h ies  of R ichard  
W right, Je an -P au l S a r tr e ,  G e rtru d e  S te in , Simone de B eau v o ir, an d  Zora 
Neale H u rs to n  w hich I s tu d y  co llectively  q u estio n  th e  ideology su p p o r tin g  
th e  in s titu tio n  of a u th o rsh ip  while a t  th e  same time d em o n stra tin g  a n  
in te rro g a tiv e  fo rce  e sse n tia l to  th a t  id eo lo g y .1 Some of th e  g en era l 
q u estio n s  th a t  th e  au to b io g rap h ies  of th e se  a u th o rs  pose  an d  re sp o n d  to 
in c lu d e : How an d  w hy do th e  n a rra to r-p ro ta g o n is ts  become a u th o rs?  What 
w ere th e  im pedim ents and  th e  f ru s tra t io n s  th e y  ex p erien ced  a long  th e  
way? How do th e ir  n a rra tiv e s  p a t te rn  th e  movement from  ch ild  to  a u th o r  
o r from  p r iv a te  w r ite r  to pub lic  w rite r?  A ccord ing  to my t i t le ,  th e n , th e  
te x ts  a t  is su e  a re  in s is te n tly  l i te ra ry  au to b io g rap h ie s , an d  w ithout 
ex cep tio n , th e y  w ere w ritte n  b ecau se  of th e ir  a u th o rs ' p a rtic ip a tio n  in  
l i te ra ry  c u ltu re  a s  a u th o r s . 2
H istorical p rox im ity  ho lds th e  fiv e  au to b io g rap h ica l p ro je c ts  I 
ana ly se  in  re la tio n sh ip  to  one a n o th e r . A lthough  th e y  w ere w ritte n  b y  
p ro fess io n a l w r ite rs  from  w idely d isp a ra te  b ack g ro u n d s  an d  l i te ra ry  
in te r e s ts ,  th e se  te x ts  be lo n g  to  th e  tw en tie th  c e n tu ry . In  th is  c e n tu ry  
th e  m odern l i te ra tu re  from in d u s tr ia l  co u n trie s  like America an d  F ran ce  
o ften  p o r t r a y s  th e  iso la ted  s ta n ce  of th e  in d iv id u a l who q u e s tio n s  p e rso n s
1
an d  sy stem s of a u th o r i ty . T h is s tan ce  epitom izes th e  rom antic  leg acy  of 
m odern  l i te ra tu re —th e  f re e  ra n g in g  o f th e  ind iv idua l im agination—b u t  th e  
rom anticism  h as  b een  th o ro u g h ly  m ediated b y  th e  social an d  m ateria l 
re a litie s  o f in d iv id u a ls . 3 T h e  p o p u lariza tion  of a u to b io g ra p h y  a s  a  g e n re  
in  th is  c e n tu ry ,  w ritte n  and  re a d  w ith  a s  m uch f re q u e n c y  as th e  n o v e l, 
exem plifies how th is  s e c to r  o f m odern l i te ra tu re ,  dev o ted  to  th e  in d iv id u a l 
life s to ry ,  appea ls  to and  in  tu r n  re f le c ts  neo -rom an tic  m odern 
co n sc io u sn ess . T he au to b io g rap h ies  1 s tu d y , in  th e ir  focus on th e  
ideologies of a u th o rsh ip  c u r re n t  d u r in g  th e ir  au thors*  life tim es, m erely  
com prise a  p a r t ic u la r  in s tan c e  of m odern te x ts  w here  th e  in d iv id u a l 
n a r r a to r  tak e s  on so c ie ty . In s te a d  of "soc ie ty" p e r  s e , th e se  te x ts  
illum inate a  c lu s te r  of soc ie ta l issu e s  w hich b e a r  on th e  form ation of th e  
w ritin g  se lf  a n d  th a t  s e lf 's  ac tu a l life in  th e  m odern w orld as a n  a u th o r . 
T h ey  in te r ro g a te  from  th e  a u to b io g ra p h e r 's  p e rsp e c tiv e  economic an d  
p ro fess io n a l rea litie s  w hich a tte n d  life  a s  an  a u th o r  a n d , ju s t  as 
im p o rtan tly , th e  less  tan g ib le  g e n d e r , ra c ia l, c la s s , an d  sex u a l 
a rra n g e m e n ts  w hich inform  th o se  re a litie s  fo r  th e  in d iv id u a ls  who came to 
b e  a u th o r s . T he p o p u la riza tio n  of a u th o rsh ip  in  th is  c e n tu ry  am ong 
women a n d  m inorities in  Am erica and  ab ro ad  m akes th is  k in d  of in q u iry  of 
f i r s t  im portance  to s tu d e n ts  o f o u r se lf-co n sc io u sly  l i te ra ry  m odern 
c u l tu r e .
B ecause  th e y  go one s te p  beyond  th e  a v e ra g e  l i te ra ry  
a u to b io g rap h y  b y  q u e s tio n in g  th e ir  a u th o rs ' a u th o r- iz a tio n  (w hich  I o ften  
h y p h e n a te  to  in s is t  on th e  spec ific ity  of th e  in te rn a l  a n d  e x te rn a l  
p ro c e sse s  of a u th o riza tio n  fo r  a u th o r s ) , I call th e  te x ts  th a t  in te r e s t  me in  
th is  p ro je c t a u th o b io g ra p h ie s . T he u se  of a  neologism  alw ays r is k s
3ap p ea rin g  specious, b u t I req u ired  a  term  th a t would in  sh o rth a n d  fashion  
se t a p a r t  those l ite ra ry  au tob iographies which critica lly  examine w hat is  
l ite ra ry  abou t th e ir  a u th o rs ' lives. "A u thob iography ,"  as I define  i t ,  
signals th e  im portance of th e  w riting  se lf 's  p a rtic u la rity  as an  a u th o r , and  
i t  q ueries the  rela tionsh ip  betw een se lf , w r ite r , and  a u th o r—all 
p resum ably  th e  same h isto rical p e rso n .
T he term  "authobiography" postu la tes a d istinc tion  critica l to my 
p ro jec t betw een be ing  a  w rite r and  be ing  an  a u th o r. To be  s u re , an  
a u th o r w rite s , and  th e  act of w riting  involves an  in te rn a l sense  of 
au tho riza tion  b y  the  w riting  se lf. But th is  sense  of au tho riza tion  is  not a 
co n stan t acro ss  cu ltu res  and  across time, and the  a u th o rity  one assum es 
in  speak in g  fo r oneself is a  phenomenon to be  s tud ied  fo r cu ltu ra l 
sign ificance: it  is p e rh ap s  one of the  most p rim ary  objects of in q u iry  in  
au tob iog raphy  s t u d i e s /  A uthob iography , th e n , can illum inate a se lf 's  
pe rsona l though  cu ltu ra lly  inform ed sense  of au tho riza tion  to w rite . In 
add ition , th e  d istinc tion  betw een a u th o r and  w rite r  se rv e s  to po in t up  th e  
sign ifican t d ifference  betw een a  w rite r  who pub lishes and  a  w rite r  who 
does n o t . When c ritic s  make a simple equivalence betw een w rite r  and  
a u th o r—and  th ey  do so w ith g re a t freq u en cy  —th ey  also obscu re  th e  
socio-political im plications of an  ind iv idual’s  u ndergo ing  an  au th o r-iz in g  
p ro cess  from p riv a te  w rite r  to public  w rite r , from p riv a te  se lf to  public  
se lf . No one who w rites is  ig no ran t of the  d ifference  which p u b lish in g  o r 
no t p u b lish in g  makes on h e rse lf  and  on h e r  w riting . The lite ra ry  w rite r  
who pub lishes receives a m andate, an  au th o r-iza tio n  to w rite  w hich the  
nonpublished  w rite r  does n o t. T his m andate en ta ils , how ever, some loss 
of ind iv idua lity  fo r th e  w riting  self as the  w riting  and  th e  w rite r 's
s ig n a tu re  u n d erg o  th e  p rocess of commodification—a ra re ly  acknow ledged 
effect of a u th o rsh ip  which deeply  d is tu rb ed  G ertru d e  S te in , fo r  o n e .5 As 
w ith p e rso n a l au tho riza tion , public  au tho r-iza tion  is experienced  as a 
change in  id en tity  not easy  to a rticu la te : indeed , as th e  following 
c h a p te rs  show, th e re  a re  g rea t d ifferences in  th e  k in d s of th in g s  a u th o rs  
sa y  abou t th e  public  a u th o r-iz in g  and  commodification p ro cess  th e y  have 
ind iv idually  u n d e rg o n e . B ut th e  p rocess can be s tu d ied  as a cu ltu ra l 
variab le  w ithin te x ts .  Because a w rite r 's  au th o r-iza tio n , in  b o th  se n se s , 
is  a  p ro cess  which occurs over time and  may be exp la ined , m editated on , 
and  o therw ise detailed  in  a  life s to ry , it can be n a rra tiv ize d  b y  a u th o rs . 
When th e  re su ltin g  n a rra tiv e  au tob iography  questions th e  p ro c e s s , i t  
co n s titu te s  w hat I call an  au thob iography .
A re la ted  d istinc tion  th a t th e  ca tegory  of "au thob iography" 
p o stu la tes  is betw een th e  se lf who w rites and  the  se lf who w rites fo r  a  
liv ing—betw een , fo r  exam ple, an  au tob iog rapher like N ancy R eagan and  
an  au to b io g rap h er like Lillian Heilman. I recognized  th e  need  fo r  th is  
d is tinc tion  in  w orking  not w ith au tob iography  th eo ry  b u t r a th e r  w ith 
fem inist th eo ry  on women's w riting—the  f i r s t  of th re e  roo ts of th is  
p ro jec t. One of th e  p rincipal challenges th a t fem inist th e o ris ts  have 
posed  fo r  them selves is d iscovering  w hether th e re  ex is ts  some k in d (s )  of 
language o r u se (s )  of language p a rticu la r  to wom en.6 One invaluab le  
lesson  I learned  in  my investigation  of th is  issue  is th a t  what 
p a rticu la riz es  a female su b je c t 's  speak ing  is th a t i t s  a u th o rity  c ircu la rly  
depends on h e r  a u th o rity  to speak  as a  female sp eak e r w ithin  a  social 
c o n te x t. R hetorically  dev ian t o r  am biguous sem antic and  sy n tac tic  
language can re s u lt  from th e  m arginal female su b je c t 's  e ffo rts  to  p lay  th e
au th o rity  she does not feel o r does not have—which may amount to  the  
same th in g . However, the  notion of au th o rity  remains a t the  re la tive ly  
im personal and ahistorical level of language descrip tion  ( e .g .  's ,  women 
employ more in te rro g a tiv es  than  men and  use more exp ressions of 
subjective hedg ing , like "I believe" o r "I th in k ,"  than  men) when 
th eo ris ts  b rack e t the  question  of w here th ey  locate th e ir  "samples" of 
women's w rit in g .7 What if a  woman p u rsu e s  a ca ree r w riting  creatively? I 
w ondered: what d ifference might partic ipation  in th is p ro fession  make in 
th e  way h e r  w riting  exp resses  i ts /h e r  au tho rity?  Would a housewife in 
Chicago, Illinois have a d iffe ren t relationship  to the  w riting  ac t from a 
pub lish ing  woman au th o r living in  the  same town, even if they  sh a re  the  
same race  and  class positions? While opposed in  general to assum ing th a t 
women au th o rs  a re  "exceptional women," I also opposed a  simple 
agglom eration of women and  women au th o rs  which, a p a rt from 
homogenizing " the  woman w rite r ,"  p rec luded  any  investigation  of the  
d ifference  in  women au th o rs ' p a th s tow ards au tho r-iza tion  from o th er 
a u th o rs , namely men. From study ing  "women’s w riting" I th u s  moved to 
s tu d y in g  women au th o rs ' sense of the  w riting  se lf.
The b e s t place to re sea rch  such  a topic is ,  of cou rse , in 
au tobiographies and  autob iography  s tu d ies . To my consterna tion , 
how ever, au tobiography criticism  m anifested little  in te re s t in  winnowing 
ou t questions of au th o rity  and  au tho rsh ip  revealed b y  lite ra ry  
au to b io g rap h ers , men and women. T ru e , from its  inception th ree  decades 
ago, au tob iography  stud ies has concerned itse lf  w ith life -w ritings b y  
pa rtic ip an ts  in  lite ra ry  c u ltu re . But curiously  enough, th is  concern  has 
not been explicitly  acknow ledged. Only Philippe Lejeune, of all
a u to b io g rap h y  th e o r is ts ,  has s ta te d  h is  exclu sive  in te re s t  in  
a u to b io g rap h ie s  b y  th e  a lre a d y -p u b lish e d  (On A u tob iog raphy  11-12). In  
o th e r  c a se s , e ith e r  l i te ra ry  au to b io g rap h e rs  a re  t r e a te d  a s  re p re s e n ta tiv e  
o f all a u to b io g ra p h e rs  (as in  Paul John  E akin’s F ictions of th e  S e lf) , o r  
l i te ra ry  a u to b io g ra p h e rs  a re  t re a te d  in  tandem  w ith  a u to b io g ra p h e rs  who 
hav e  made a  liv ing  a s  sc ie n tis ts  o r  p h ilo so p h ers  o r  social a c tiv is ts  o r 
w h a t-h a v e -y o u  (as  in  E stelle  Je lin e k ’s Women’s A u to b io g rap h y ) . 8 To a 
p ro je c t like Jam es O lney 's M etaphors of S e lf , w hich th eo rize s  
a u to b io g rap h y  as an  e ssen tia lly  hum an an d  u n iv e rsa lly  m etaphoric  a c t ,  
th e  d is tin c tio n  I am em phasizing  betw een  a u to b io g ra p h e r an d  a u th o r  may 
seem i r r e le v a n t . B u t my deep se n se  is  th a t  i t  is  n o t . P reoccupation  in  
th e  la s t decade  w ith th e  a r t  of c o n s tru c tin g  selfhood in  language  in d ica te s  
th a t  i t  m akes a  d iffe ren ce  w h e th e r an  a u to b io g ra p h e r w orks p ro fess io n a lly  
a s  a n  a r t i s t  w ith  lan g u a g e . I t  does no t do to  sn e ak  in  th is  d is tin c tio n  a s  
C aro lyn  H eilb ru n  does in  h e r  e ssa y  W riting a  Woman’s  L ife , w here  th e  
g e n e ric  ’’woman” r e f e r s  ta c itly  to  th e  p ro fessio n a l woman w r ite r :  ’’B ut 
w hat has b e g u n  to  h ap p en  in  women’s b io g rap h y  since  1970 is  th a t  th e  
co n sen su s  ab o u t th e  a u th o r ’s re la tio n  to h e r  w ork (if  sh e  is  a  w rite r )  has 
c h an g e d , o r  is  c h an g in g ” (2 9 ). While i t  b lu rs  th e  d is tin c tio n  be tw een  
w r ite r  an d  a u th o r ,  H e ilb ru n ’s p a re n th e s is  sp e ak s  volum es.
I too b e g a n  my s tu d ie s  in  a u to b io g rap h y , th e  second  ro o t of th is  
p ro je c t, w ith  a p p a re n t in a tte n tio n  to  th e  p rob lem atics of a u th o rsh ip  in  
l ife -w ritin g . F o u r y e a rs  ago I w ro te  an  e ssa y  th a t  e x p lo re s , a s  my title  
p u ts  i t ,  w hat makes a u to b io g rap h y  in te r ro g a tiv e , a f te r  p e rc e iv in g  th e  
g re a t  f re q u e n c y  w ith  w hich a u to b io g ra p h e rs  d rew  a tte n tio n  to  th e ir  
p e n c h a n t fo r  q u e s tio n in g  an d  to  th e  q u estio n s  th a t  ’’im plicitly  an d
explicitly" fueled th e ir  autobiographies* n a rra tio n . In  re tro sp e c t , th e  
s tre n g th  of th is  essay  seems to me to be its  conceptualization of th e  
re la tionsh ip  betw een an  autobiographer*s se lf-re f le x iv e , se lf-d ia logic  
th in k in g  and  the  w riting  th a t th is ac tiv ity  p ro d u c e s . I s till do su b sc rib e  
to  th e  genera l th eo ry  th a t au tob iography  is " the  n a rra tiv e  correlative'* of 
th e  in te rro g a tiv e  sen ten ce . However, my fem inist in te re s t  in  th e  woman 
a u th o r 's  se lf has caused  me to reconsider my re luc tance  in  th e  ea rly  essay  
to  d iscuss any  k inds of questions which specific au tob iographical p ro jec ts  
pose and  respond  to , o th e r th an  th e  one I in te rp re te d  as an  exam ple, 
Black B oy. T his re lu c tan ce , which perm itted  me to  develop narra to log ica l 
considera tions, ultim ately weakened my th eo ry  b y  b ra c k e tin g  h is to ry . 
Such b rac k e tin g  is incompatible with fem inist consciousness of cu ltu ra l 
p ro d u c tio n , especially  if  questions of a u th o rity —in  a w rite r 's  voice, of a  
w r ite r 's  w ritin g —a re  considered . While Domna C. S tan to n 's  w ork in  
"au togynography" exem plifies how well fem inists may theo rize  
au tob iog raphy  w ith th e  bios excised  from au tob iog raphy  (m uch a s  H. 
P o r te r  A bbo tt's  th eo ry  of "au tography" d o e s ) , th e  h isto rica l and  cu ltu ra l 
dim ension of n a rra tiv e  au tob iography  is y e t ind ispensab le  to an y  
d iscussion  of how a  (woman) w rite r 's  voice becomes au th o r-ized  s in ce , as 
I say  above, th is  p rocess occu rs th ro u g h  time and  in  m aterial conditions. 
In stead  of theo riz ing  on th e  p u re  question ing  of au tob iog raphy  as a  whole 
g e n re , th e n , I red ire c ted  my re se a rc h  to analyze a u th o rs ' qu estio n in g  of 
th e  ideological an d  so h isto rical dimensions of th e ir  au th o r-iza tio n s  in  
th e ir  au to b io g rap h ies .
The conceptual sh ift in  my topic of re se a rc h  from th a t e ssay  fo u r 
y e a rs  ago to th is  d isse rta tio n  is n o t, how ever, v e ry  g re a t. In  h is
8in tro d u c tio n  to The R hetoric  of D oubtful A u th o rity  called "Q uestion ing  
th e  Q uestion  of A u th o rity ,"  Ralph Flores d iscu sses  th e  close re la tio n sh ip  
betw een  q u estio n in g  and  a u th o r ity  in  R enaissance rh e to r ic . He su g g e s ts  
p e rsu a s iv e ly  th a t ,  in  a fundam ental w ay, p o sin g  a q uestion  in s ta n tia te s  a  
q u estio n in g  of a u th o r ity  an d  a concom itant claim to have  th e  a u th o r ity  to 
q u estio n . F lores d e sc rib e s  how in  th e  w ritin g s of M achiavelli, D esca rte s , 
and  o th e rs , "au th o rity "  an d  "question ing" w ere "cu rio u sly  in te rtw in ed  
w ith  each o th e r , and  it was n e v e r c lear w hich se rv e d  o r m astered  w hich” 
(2 1 ). On th e  c o n tra ry , "Q uestioning  became fre q u e n t an d  d is ru p tiv e , 
an d  th e  q u estio n  of q u estio n s was th e  a u th o rity  of questio n in g  a s  th e  
q u estio n in g  of a u th o rity "  (20; a u th o r 's  em p h asis). While F lores concerns 
him self w ith th e  d izzy ing  d eco n stru c tiv e  fo rce  of "se lf-q u estio n in g "  p e r  
s e ,  he  helped  re fine  my th o u g h ts  abou t q u estio n in g  a u to b io g rap h e rs  who 
a re  a u th o r s . By exp la in ing  how issu es  of a u th o rity  a re  p e rfo rc e  
im plicated in  an  a u th o r 's  au tob iograph ical q u estio n in g , F lores p ro v id ed  
fo r  th e  p o ss ib ility  of s tu d y in g  how issu es  of a u th o rsh ip  may be e ssen tia lly  
im plicated in  th is  q u estio n in g  as well. T he h is to rica l p ro ce sse s  of a u th o r­
ization  u n d erg o n e  b y  a u th o rs  had  to be  invoked sometimes w hen one 
concerned  oneself w ith th e ir  au tob iograph ical q u estio n in g . I suppose  I 
recogn ized  th is  invocation  in tu itiv e ly  when I sa id  in  th e  e ssa y  m entioned 
above th a t  in  B lack Boy R ichard  W right "c re a te s  him self and  [h is] 
env ironm ent th ro u g h  an  in v ers io n  of a u th o r ity , w here th e  se lf  in s is ts  on 
i ts  r ig h t  to  lite ra lly  call in to  q uestion  th e  p re jud ic ia l assum ptions 
a fflic tin g  a  ra c is t  society" (141).
I d iscovered  d u r in g  p relim inary  re s e a rc h  fo r  th e  p re s e n t  p ro je c t, 
how ever, th a t  no t e v e ry  l i te ra ry  au to b io g rap h y  would su it  th e  p u rp o se s
of my in q u iry . Not all lite ra ry  autob iographies question  th e  connection 
betw een se lf and  a u th o r to the  e x te n t th a t a  new view of au th o rsh ip  comes 
in to  focus . Some, like Mary M cCarthy's Memories of a  Catholic G irlhood, 
may fo reg ro u n d  question ing  and  th u s  evidence th e ir  a u th o r 's  in d ire c t 
immersion in  th e  issue  of h e r a u th o rity , as a child o r as a p ro fessional 
w rite r . B ut only a  small g roup of l ite ra ry  au tob iograph ies p u t in to  
question  th e  fac t of th e  w rite r 's  transform ation  into an  a u th o r; only a few 
p a rticu la rize  th e  problem s encoun tered  b y  w riting  selves au th o rized  to 
w rite ; only a  few illum inate how rac e , g en d er, sex u a lity , an d  class 
id en titie s  inform  th e  au tho riz ing  p rocess in  any  social and  h isto rica l 
c o n te x t. I u ltim ately chose to s tu d y  autobiographical p ro jec ts  of five 
(now) canonical a u th o rs  whose au tob iog raph ies, fa r  from tak in g  th e  p lo ts 
of th e ir  se lf-au tho riza tions as g iven , implicitly and  exp licitly  question  and  
sometimes c ritiq u e  th e  p rocess and  cu ltu ra l con tex t in  which th e ir  w riting  
becomes commodified and  th ey  move in to  positions of l i te ra ry  fame and  
a u th o rity .
The te x ts  th a t  I examine in  th e  following ch ap te rs  have th is  much in  
common w ith each o th e r . But it  is also tru e  th a t th e  c h a p te rs  which th ese  
au thob iog raph ies have guided  a re  qu ite  dissim ilar and  can  be  read  
in dependen tly  of one an o th e r. Before explain ing  th e  connections I see 
betw een th e  c h ap te rs  which would show what would be  lost in  rea d in g  
them  as autonom ous e s s a y s , I want to emphasize how in  th is  p ro jec t 
"au th o rsh ip "  names an  ideological field of d ifference occupied variously  
b y  h isto rica l a u th o rs . 9 P erhaps when I began  the  p ro jec t I dream ed th a t 
th e  c h ap te rs  would re la te  to one an o th e r (to  continue my p lan t m etaphor 
of ro o ts) as do th e  b ran ch es of a  single tre e . But in  th e  end  I do no t have
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an y  u n ify in g  conclusions to draw  from th e  q u estio n in g  (o r  th eo rie s )  abou t 
a u th o rsh ip  w hich S a r tre , H u rs to n , and  th e  o th e rs  weave in to  th e  te llin g  
of th e ir  life h is to r ie s . While I o ffe r a  coda which e lab o ra tes  a  them e 
common to th e  th re e  c h a p te rs  on S te in , de B eauvoir, an d  H u rs to n , I see 
th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een all fo u r su b s ta n tiv e  c h ap te rs  a s  b e in g  th a t  of 
d iffe re n t tre e s  in  th e  same fo re s t. Each a u th o r questions th e  a u th o r­
iza tion  p ro cesses in tr in s ic  to h e r  o r  h is a u th o rsh ip  in  an  a lto g e th e r  
sp ec ific , p a r t ia l ,  and  fin ite  w ay. None of th e  au thob iog raph ies I s tu d y , 
th e n , is  re p re se n ta tiv e . Each b e a rs  ou t th e  rem ark  of H enry  Louis G ates, 
J r . , th a t th eo ries  a re  te x t-sp e c if ic  ( Black L ite ra tu re  x ix ) . My aim in  
illum inating  th e  au thob iograph ical dimension in  each  te x t  is  to 
con tex tua lize  th e  ways in  w hich th e  a u th o r 's  (se lf-)q u e s tio n in g  devolves 
from  h e r  su b jec t position  a s  ev idenced  in  h e r  p a rtic u la r  n a r r a t iv e ( s ) . 
C oncluding  th e  p ro jec t on a u n iv ersa liz in g  note would underm ine th e  g re a t 
d iffe ren ces  am ong th e se  au thob iog raph ies in  term s of n a rra t iv e  s t r u c tu r e ,  
them e, and  voice—differences w hich d is tin g u ish  th e  k in d  of a u th o r - i ty  
each  au to b io g rap h e r holds and  questio n s a s  a  p ro fessional w rite r  in  h e r  o r 
h is soc io -h is to rica l co n te x t.
If  I e r r  on  th e  side of d iffe ren ce , th e n , it  is because  th e  te x ts  re a d  
in  th is  p ro jec t have collectively ta u g h t me th e  im portance of c o u n te rac tin g  
th e  common c ritic a l ten d en cy  to see th e  term  "au th o r"  as a hom ogenous, 
n e u tra l ,  an d  ideologically f re e  su b s ti tu te  fo r  " w r ite r ."  Such a v ision  of 
th e  "au th o r"  has b een  form ulated  a n d  widely c ircu la ted  in  academ ic c irc les 
in  th e  th eo re tica l d isco u rse  e x p lo rin g  "T he D eath of th e  A u th o r ,"  th e  
th ir d  roo t of th is  p ro je c t . Since I go in to  some th eo re tica l ram ifications of 
th is  d isco u rse  in  c h a p te r  th re e ,  I will only s tr e s s  h e re  th e  w ay th e  ea rly
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form ulators of th e  th eo ry  re p re se n t th e  demise of th e  a u th o r-f ig u re  (o r
au th o r-fu n c tio n ) b y  s tr ip p in g  i t—possib ly  him b u t not h e r—of its
h isto rica l sp ec ific ity . W hether he deploys th e  term  "au tho r"  to mean the
voice of "w riting" th a t " e n te rs  in  his own death" as w riting  assum es a
sym bolical, au to telic  function , o r w hether he deploys i t  to mean "a m odern
fig u re , a p ro d u c t of o u r so c ie ty ,"  Roland B arthes launched th e  d iscourse
of th e  a u th o r 's  d ea th  in an  ah isto rica l d irection  (142). And while Michel
Foucault describ ed  the  h isto rica l developm ent of th e  au th o r-fu n c tio n , his
v e ry  choice to focus on th e  (one) ideological system  ra th e r  th an  on the
p e rso n s  w ithin th a t  system  reflec ts  his in ten tion  to keep th e  d iscourse
socially indiscrim inate. As a re su lt of B arthes and Foucault, no one in
lite ra ry  stu d ies  in  th e  1990s who is familiar w ith th e  in fluen tia l d iscourse
abou t the  m ortified a u th o r supposes th a t  a  rea l live a u th o r—say , a  H enry
James o r  a V irginia Woolf—is a t  (the) s ta k e .10
Fem inist resp o n ses  to  th e  "D eath of th e  A uthor" d iscourse  have
picked  up on its  tex tu a l em phasis a n d , while welcoming th e  d isru p tio n  of
n a rra tiv e  u n ity  it  a ffo rd s , have charged  th a t th e  wholesale ex tinction  of
th e  a u th o r seems to depend  on a h isto rical reduction  of th e  au tho ria l
su b jec t. Nancy K. Miller, fo r  exam ple, in  h e r  re re ad in g  in
"A rachnologies" of B a rth e s 's  e ssay , a s s e r ts ,
At issu e  fo r me, how ever, is  not so much th e  "D eath of th e  A uthor" 
him self—in  so many w ays, long overdue—b u t th e  e ffect th e  
argum ent has had  of k illing  off b y  delegitim ating o th e r d iscussions 
of th e  w ritin g  (and  read ing ) sub jec t.
. . .  [T ]h e  sub ject is se lf-consciously  e ra sed  b y  a  model of te x t 
p roduction  which a c ts  to  foreclose the  question  of agency  itse lf  
(Subject 80).
In  th e  c h a p te r  concluding h e r  book on th e  female voice in psychoanalysis 
and  cinem a, Kaja Silverm an draw s out M iller's implication th a t th e  dead
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a u th o r re p re se n ts  a specifically masculine form of su b jec tiv ity . Silverm an 
w rites , "The B arthesian  fan tasy  would th u s  seem to tu rn  not only upon 
th e  death  of the  p a te rn a l a u th o r, b u t upon th e  p roduction  of a  female 
au thoria l voice, as well" (193). Im portantly , in  h e r  in q u iry  in to  the  
p roduction  of cinematic female authorial voice, Silverman d istances h e rse lf  
from the  ah istorical methodology in stiga ted  b y  B arthes: "I am less 
p rep a red  th an  was the  B arthes of 1969 to b rac k e t th e  biographical au th o r 
a lto g e th e r, and will in stead  attem pt to p ropose a  new model fo r 
conceptualizing the  relation betw een the  au th o r ’in side1 th e  tex t and  w hat 
I will from th is  point forw ard designate the  au th o r ’outside th e  te x t”’
(193). Silverman posits a deliberately  am biguous a u th o r as h e r  sub jec t 
(in  bo th  senses) of re sea rch , which re fe rs  back  to its  tex tu a l constitu tion  
a t  the  level of n a rra tiv e  and ch arac te r and  ou t to its  h isto rical and  
cu ltu ra l s itu ta tio n .
In th e  k ind  of read ing  which she proposes in  "A rachnologies,"
Miller indicates a sim ilarly dual sense of the  au th o r fig u re  as co n stru c ted  
(in  te x ts  b y  read e rs )  and given (in  h is to ry ) . In  p roposing  h e r  s tra te g y  
of "o v erread in g ,"  Miller continues to respond  to B a rth es 's  e ssa y , which 
rep laced  th e  cen tra lity  of the  au tho r in  the  m eaning-m aking p rocess w ith 
th e  cen tra lity  of the  read e r in  the  tex t-p ro d u c tio n  p ro c e s s .11 But 
Miller’s rea d e rs  a re  specifically fem inist, and they  have a  p a rtic u la r  
in te re s t in  iden tify ing  the  woman au th o r and h e r  rela tionsh ips to h e r  
te x ts :  in  sh o r t , the  s tra te g y  of overread ing  considers who w rites and  who 
read s  to be  s ig n ifican t. 12 Miller explains th a t h e r  p rac tice  of 
overread ing  often  "involves a  focus on th e  moments in  the  n a rra tiv e  which 
by  th e ir  rep resen ta tio n  of w riting  itse lf might be  said to fig u re  th e
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p ro d u c tio n  of th e  female a r t i s t"  (S ub ject 83). In  a d d itio n , i t  a tte n d s  to
" th e  conditions fo r  th e  p ro d u c tio n  of l i te ra tu re "  th a t  a  n a rra t iv e  may
them atize o r n a rra to lo g ica lly  a r tic u la te  (S u b jec t 83 ). T he term
"o v erread in g "  i ts e lf  s u g g e s ts  th a t  th is  re a d in g  s t r a te g y  c o u n te rs  th e
p ra c tic e  of re a d in g  wom en's w ritin g s  u s in g  m aste r-p arad ig m s th a t  re n d e r
th e  te x ts  u n rea d ab le  o r  u n d e rre a d . M iller's o v e rre a d in g , in  th is  w ay,
also names an  a tt i tu d e  tow ard  th e  woman a u th o r  a n d  h e r  w ritin g  th a t
assum es h e r  d iffe re n c e . "To re a d  fo r  d if fe re n c e ,"  Miller s a y s ,
is  to  perfo rm  a d iac ritica l g e s tu re ;  to re fu s e  a  po litics of rea d in g  
th a t  d ep en d s on th e  fic tion  of a  n e u tra l  (n e u te r )  econom y of te x tu a l 
p ro d u c tio n  an d  re c e p tio n . T h is re fu sa l of a  d e g e n d e re d  rea d in g  
fic tion  is a  movement of oscillation  w hich locates d iffe ren ce  in  th e  
n eg o tia tio n  betw een  w rite r  an d  r e a d e r .  T he d iffe ren c e  of w hich I 
sp eak  h e re ,  how ever, is  located in  th e  "I" of th e  b e h o ld e r , in  th e  
r e a d e r 's  p e rc ep tio n  ("W riting F ic tio n s ,"  S ub ject 57; M iller's 
e m p h a s is ) .
In  my c h a p te rs  on a u th o b io g rap h y  I a d a p t M iller's loosely  defined  
s t r a te g y  of o v e rre a d in g  to my in v es tig a tio n  of th e  n e x u s  be tw een  
a u th o rsh ip  an d  a u to b io g ra p h y . What I have  found  m ost en ab lin g  is th e  
s t r e s s  w hich o v e rre a d in g  lays on th e  a ttach m en t of a u th o r  to  te x t  as  a 
fa c to r  in  in te rp re ta t io n . T h is a ttachm en t ro o ts  th e  in te rp re ta t io n  in  th e  
social an d  h is to r ic a l c ircum stances of th e  te x t 's  com position, so th a t  
s tu d y in g  th e  a u th o r  f ig u re d  in  and  coterm inous w ith  th e  te x t  
sim ultaneously  re f le c ts  on th e  a u th o r  o u ts id e  th e  te x t ,  n a r r a t in g  a t  a  
p a r t ic u la r  p o in t in  tim e. O v e rrea d in g  as I p ra c tic e  i t  is  n o t a  sy stem atic  
w ay o f re a d in g  l i te ra ry  a u to b io g rap h y , ap p lied  un iform ly  to  a n y  te x t  in  
th e  g e n r e . In s te a d , i t  c o n s titu te s  a  re a d e r ly  s ta n c e  w hich se e k s  o u t th e  
sa lie n t te rm s of d iffe ren ce  m ark ing  th e  p ro c e sse s  of a u th o r- iz a tio n  
r e p re s e n te d  o r  en ac ted  in  au th o b io g rap h ie s . In  th is  w ay , my o v e rre a d in g  
r e s u l ts  in  q u ite  d is tin c t c h a p te rs  an d  q u ite  d is tin c t p o r t r a i ts  of w ritin g
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se lv e s  who h av e  u n d e rg o n e  (o r  a re  u n d e rg o in g , in  S te in 's  case ) p ro c e s s e s  
o f a u th o r- iz a tio n  a n d  a re  q u e ry in g  w ith  v a ry in g  d e g re e s  o f co n flic t th e  
r e s u l ta n t  tran s fo rm a tio n  in  th e ir  id e n ti t ie s . In d e e d , w ith in  c h a p te rs  
th r e e  a n d  fo u r  on  S te in  a n d  de  B eau v o ir, th e  p o r t r a i t s  th em se lv es  v a ry  
from  te x t  to te x t  w ith in  th e  m ultiple a u th o b io g ra p h y . Y et e v e n  th e  
c h a p te r s  on  s in g le  a u th o b io g rap h ie s  may be  sa id  to  p o r t r a y  th e  a u th o r -  
f ig u re  v a rio u s ly . B ecause  a u to b io g ra p h y  m ore th a n  o th e r  g e n re s  re v e a ls  
th e  p la y  in  re la tio n sh ip s  am ong a u th o r ,  n a r r a to r ,  a n d  p ro ta g o n is t ,  
o v e rre a d in g  a u th o b io g ra p h y  may illum inate a  t r ip le  p o r t r a i t  of th e  a u th o r : 
th e  id e n ti ty  a rc h in g  o v e r  th e  d u ra tio n  in  w hich sh e  re tro s p e c t iv e ly  
n a r r a te s  h e r  tran s fo rm a tio n  from  w rite r  to  a u th o r ,  th e  id e n ti ty  
r e p re s e n te d  a s  p r io r  to  tran s fo rm a tio n , an d  th e  id e n ti ty  com posed 
p ro v is io n a lly  a t  each  moment o f n a rra t io n  in  w hich  h e r  a u th o r- iz a tio n  is  in  
q u e s tio n .
T h e  p ro g re s s io n  of c h a p te rs  a n d  th e  a lte ra tio n s  in  my o v e rre a d in g  
re f le c t  S ilv erm an 's  idea  th a t  th e  d e a th  of th e  p a te rn a l  a u th o r—o r  a t  le a s t  
h is  a lien a tio n —o c c u rs  w ith  th e  p ro d u c tio n  of a  fem ale a u th o r ia l  vo ice .
T h e  c h a p te rs  g e n e ra lly  move from  canon ical te x ts  b y  male a u th o rs  to 
noncanon ica l te x ts  b y  fem ale a u th o r s , from  fic tio n s  o f s e l f - f a th e r in g  to  
m ed ita tions a b o u t m o thered  v o ice s . T h is p ro g re s s io n  is  m arked  b y  a  
concom itan t m ovem ent from  th e  r ig o ro u s ly  em plo tted  life  s to r y  to  th e  
d if fu s iv e , m ed ita tiv e , a n d  o th erw ise  m arg inal form s of u n d e r re a d  life -  
w r it in g . In  a d d itio n , th e  c h a p te rs  flow from  a  them atics o f s e lf -  
a u th o r iz a tio n , w h ere  m asculine p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  o rig in s  a n d  th e i r  
c o n tro l is  in  e v id e n c e , to  a  them atics o f re la tio n a l a u th o r- iz a tio n  w hich  
e x p lo re s  th e  d e r iv a tiv e  n a tu re  of th e  a u th o r in g  id e n t i ty —from  p a r e n t s ,
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lo v e rs , f r ie n d s , academ ic m en to rs, e d ito rs , rev iew ing  jo u rn a ls , and  o ne 's  
re a d e rs h ip . T he women a u th o b io g rap h e rs  I read  in  c h a p te rs  th re e , fo u r , 
and  five th u s  in c reas in g ly  move th e  q uestion ing  of a u th o rsh ip  o u tw ard , 
in te g ra tin g  p sy c h ic , in te rn a l, and  "se lf-ish "  issu es w ith  social an d  
economic issu es  th a t fram e th e  p roduction  of books—a n d  th e  p ro d u c tio n  of 
a u th o rs —in  m odern America and  F ran ce . T his la s t ob serv a tio n  exp la in ing  
th e  succession  of c h a p te rs  should  no t s u rp r is e . W riting from th e  m argins 
of se x u a lity , g e n d e r , and  race  may make v isib le  and  po ten tia lly  
questionab le  th e  c u ltu ra l norm s fo r ach iev ing  p e rso n al a u th o r ity  and  
p ro fessional advancem ent w hich p e rh a p s  rem ain inv is ib le  to  th e  w hite 
p a tr ia rc h a l estab lishm ent w hich th ese  norm s re g u la te .
To good e ffe c t, I th in k , th e  c h ap te rs  may b e  rea d  in  p a ir s . The 
f i r s t  c h a p te r , exam ining fic tions of se lf-fa th e r in g  in  R ichard  W right's 
B lack Boy and  Jean -P au l S a r tr e 's  The W ords, fo reg ro u n d s  th e  problem  of 
illegitim acy fo r  th e  fa th e r le ss  a u th o rs - to -b e  an d  com pares th e  w ays in  
w hich th e  two te x ts  b o th  advance  and  c ritiq u e  th e  fiction  of se lf­
a u th o riza tio n —one 's  b ir th in g  of oneself th ro u g h  a u th o rsh ip —as a so lu tion  
to  th is  problem . The com parison rev ea ls  th a t  bo th  te x ts ,  b u t  S a r tre 's  
more em phatically , emplot a  fic tion  of se lf-au th o riza tio n  th a t is  re flex iv e ly  
aw are of i ts  fic tio n . Two in q u irie s  conclude th e  c h a p te r : th e  f i r s t ,  
in v e s tig a tin g  how W right's speak in g  position  as an  A frican-A m erican male 
in  th e  1930s a lte rs  th e  sen se  of th e  com parison of B lack Boy an d  The 
W ords; an d  th e  second , analyzing  how th e  absence  of women in  th e  
homosocial economy them atized in  th e  c h a p te r  is s ig n ifican t. C h a p te r  
th r e e ,  on S te in 's  A utob iography  of Alice B . Toklas and  E very b o d y 's  
A u to b io g rap h y , s tu d ie s  th e  problem  of c u ltu ra l illegitim acy fo r  th e  w rite r
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from th e  m arginal p e rsp ec tiv e  of an  e x p a tr ia te  lesb ian  devo ted  to  h e r  
pub lically  unaccep tab le  modes of w ritin g . While th e  f i r s t  au th o b io g rap h y  
rev ea ls  S te in ’s  w avering  d esire  fo r  au th o r-iza tio n  from  ed ito rs  an d  
re a d e rs  a like , i ts  g re a t p o p u lar su ccess  irrev o cab ly  au th o rized  h e r  
s ig n a tu re  and  made h e r  an  a u th o r . D istre ssed  b y  th e  su d d e n  sh if t  in  h e r  
id e n tity  th a t th is  au tob iograph ical au tho riza tion  ca ta ly zed , S tein  w rite s  a 
second  au to b io g rap h y  th a t d e co n stru c ts  th e  epistem ological b asis  fo r  
e q u a tin g  h e r  se lf  w ith h e r  au th o ria l id en tity  named b y  "G e rtru d e  S te in ." 
T he se lf= au tho r equation  th a t g ro u n d s b o th  th e  problem  and  c ritiq u e  of 
au th o ria l id e n tity  fo r th e  se lf-fa th e r in g  W right an d  S a r tre  th u s  comes 
undone b y  th e  S tein  who experienced  au th o r-iza tio n  as a  se lf-a lie n a tin g  
p ro c e ss .
While g en d er issu e s  a re  la ten t in  c h ap te rs  two and  th re e , th e y  lie a t 
th e  h e a r t  o f c h a p te rs  fo u r  and  fiv e . C h ap te r fo u r , th e  longest c h a p te r , 
exam ines th e  fo u r-b o o k  au thob iograph ical p ro jec t of Simone de B eauvo ir, 
t ra c in g  th e  evolution of de B eauvo ir's  dual in v es tig a tio n  of fem ininity  an d  
au th o rsh ip  and  th e ir  in te rse c tio n  in  h e r  own life . T he them es exp lo red  in  
de B eauvo ir's  m editations on th e  specific value and  tro u b le s  of a u th o rsh ip  
fo r  women p ro v id e  a  new u n d e rs ta n d in g  of how h e r  re p u ta tio n  a s  an  
a u th o r  of d e riv a tiv e  a u th o rity  is  b o th  tru e  and  g e n d e r-b ia se d . C en tra l to 
my an a ly sis  is de B eauvo ir's  d is ru p tio n  of th e  antinom y betw een 
independence  an d  an  e th ic  of re la tio n sh ip . By th e  final volume of h e r  
au th o b io g rap h y , she re p re s e n ts  h e r  au th o rsh ip  as n e ce ssa rily  o th e r -  
o rien ted —w h eth er th e  o th e r  is  S a r tre  o r  a  re a d e r  in  E ngland o r  th e  people 
o f G reece—th o u g h  problem atically  complicitous w ith  a  bou rgeo is economy 
an d  po litics th a t igno res th e  p o o r, s ilen t O thers  in  th e  w orld . C h ap te r
f iv e 's  exam ination of Zora Neale H urs ton 's  D ust T racks on a Road focuses 
on an  a u th o r who n e v e r experienced  th is  com plicity. T his au thob iog raphy  
makes explicit the  connection la ten t b u t  deducible in de B eauvoir's p ro jec t 
betw een a tten tiv en ess  to o th e rs  and o th e rs ' view points and  th e  woman 
a u th o r 's  m aternal legacy . In  a tex t h igh ly  critical of th e  requ irem en ts fo r  
co rre c t "Negro w riting" c ircu la ting  d u rin g  and a f te r  th e  Harlem 
R enaissance , H urston  estab lishes th e  roo ts of h e r  ou trageous p e rsp ec tiv e  
in  h e r  m other's au thoriza tion  of h e r  vo ice . Making th is  voice p rim ary  
libe ra tes the  a u th o r "inside th e  tex t"  to c ritiq u e  the  secondary  a u th o r­
ization of e d ito rs , c ritic s , and  re a d e rs—black  and  w hite. B ut it  also 
constitu ted  an  inv ita tion  to place th e  a u th o r "outside th e  te x t"  in  th e  
position of th e  noncanonical a u th o r—w here too many of h e r  contem porary  
b lack  male w rite rs  tho u g h t th a t  she belonged .
T here  a re , of co u rse , o th e r ways to p a ir  th e  c h ap te rs : fo r  exam ple, 
S tein  and  H urston  sh a re  an  inclination to  speak  w ith an  in s is ten tly  
m arginal, u n ru ly , unau tho rized  voice; H urston  and  W right sh a re  a 
concern  w ith th e  proxim ity of th e ir  au tho ria l iden tities to  th e ir  b lack  na ta l 
communities; and  de B eauvoir and  S a rtre  b o th  weave a  c ritiq u e  of 
bourgeois individualism  into  th e ir  questions abou t th e ir  h isto rical 
s itua tion  as a u th o rs . I de libera te ly  p rov ide  my own p a irin g s of c h ap te rs  
two and  th re e , fo u r and  five in  o rd e r  to coun te rac t th e  c ritica l trad itio n  of 
viewing as "n a tu ra l"  dyads de B eauvoir and  S a r tre , H urston  and  W right. 
Such a  trad itio n  too easily  lends itse lf  to  a sim plistic man-woman 
com parison in  which th e  achievem ent of one a u th o r ends up effacing  th a t 
of th e  o th e r . One of th e  secondary  aims of th is  p ro jec t is to tro u b le  th e  
w aters of l i te ra ry  h isto ry -m ak ing  w ith investiga tions in to  th e  cu ltu ra l
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co n tex ts  in  which a u th o rs1 rep u ta tio n s (basica lly , in g ra in ed  w ays of 
see ing  a u th o rs )  form . O verread ing  th e  te x ts  of S a r tre  an d  de B eauvoir, 
W right and  H urston  independen tly  of one an o th e r a ffo rd s each 
in te rp re ta tio n  the  space to isolate  what is p a rtic u la r  to th e  au th o ria l life 
and  experience  tex tua lly  p u t in  question . Again I may e r r  on th e  side  of 
d iffe ren ce , b u t it  is w ith th e  conviction th a t some o th e r  c ritic  will, if  he  
has not a lre ad y , compare and  c o n tra s t th e  re la tive  m erits of The Words 
a n d , s a y , La Force des C hoses, of Black Boy and  D ust T rack s  (if  not 
T h e ir Eyes Were W atching God) .
T h en , too, th e  p re se n t sequence of c h ap te rs  sa tis fie s  my own 
n a rra tiv e  d esire  a s  in te rp re te r  of these  tw e n tie th -c en tu ry  au th o rsh ip  
s to r ie s . A uthobiography com prises a  tr ic k y  sub jec t fo r a  w rite r  w riting  
fo r  p ro fessional au thoriza tion  h e rse lf: it  is somewhat paradoxical to be 
v e n trilo q u a tin g  voices which question  an  ideology th a t my own p ro fession - 
to -b e  is  deep ly  invested  in , fo r  the  p u rp o ses of gain ing  e n tran ce  into th a t 
p ro fessio n . A tten tiveness to th e  overread ing  p ro cess  has helped  me 
red u ce  th e  r is k  of read in g  the  in se cu rity  of my own s itua tion  in to  th e  
te x ts  I s tu d y , b u t i t  is ce rta in  th a t th e  re su lta n t read in g s  a re  
n e v e rth e le ss  mine. For th is  rea so n , w hat I called a double e n te n d re  in  my 
t it le 's  p h ra se  "question ing  a u th o rsh ip ” is actually  a tr ip le  e n te n d re , th e  
th ird  m eaning of w hich supplies me as th e  m issing a g en t: Donna 
P e rre a u lt, question ing  au th o rsh ip  . . .  A deep in te re s t  in  d ifferences 
among women's au tho ria l id en tities  and  experiences has impelled my 
q uestion ing  of a u th o rsh ip , b u t so too has an  in te re s t  in  how lite ra ry  
p ro fessionals have transfo rm ed  th e  " lite ra ry  sy s te m ,” a s  T e rry  Eagleton 
has called i t ,  in  th is  c e n tu ry . Sequencing th e  c h ap te rs  as I have c rea te s
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a trio  of women's voices th a t, while v e ry  d ifferen t in  tone and  su b stan ce , 
collectively affirm th a t women's in terac tion  with the  in s titu tio n  of 
au th o rsh ip  has destabilized i t ,  challenged i t .  The coda th a t  follows 
ch ap te r five develops th is po in t.
My s tra teg ies  fo r overread ing  au thob iog raph ies, like M iller's, th u s  
focus on the  difference th a t gender makes in  the  au tho riz ing  p ro cess—bu t 
not exclusively . The v e ry  term s of the  question ing  of au th o rsh ip  in  Black 
Boy and  The Words initially inh ib its the  overread ing  p rocess in  chap ter 
tw o. Explicating the  se lf-fa th erin g  fictions dominant in  th ese  n a rra tiv e s  
req u ire s  a tem porary inatten tion  to gender d ifference because these 
fictions cohere only by  p a tte rn in g  an an d ro cen tric , homosocial world of 
fa th e rs  and so n s . I overread  these  te x ts  beg inn ing  in  the  inqu iries th a t 
follow th e  tex tual explications, and  indeed th e  f i r s t  dimension of 
d ifference  I overread  fo r is rac ial, not g en d er, d ifference . I tu rn  a fte r  
ch ap te r two to overread ing  u n d erread  authobiographies w ritten  only by  
women; b u t my overread ing  in  each ch ap te r adap ts to th e  p a rticu la r 
rela tionsh ip  evidenced betw een au th o r and te x t . As a consequence, I also 
dem onstrate how dimensions of sexuality , c la ss , and  race  make a 
d ifference in  the  life -sto ries of au th o rs  whose author.-ization is in 
q u es tio n . This prism  of d ifference among au th o rin g  selves in  the  end  may 
be enhanced b y  beginn ing  w ith the  questions of male au thob iog raphers fo r 
whom au th o rsh ip  is a singu larly  masculine a ffa ir.
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N otes
1. Raymond Williams’ K eyw ords (New Y ork: O xford  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,
1985) defines th e  c u r r e n t  m eaning of "ideology" as a  s e t  o f id eas w hich 
a r is e  from  a  g iven  s e t  o f m ateria l in te r e s ts ,  o r  more b ro a d ly , from  a 
d e fin ite  c lass o r  g ro u p  (156). T h is s e t  of ideas can  also be  u n d e rs to o d  as 
a  sy s tem , w hose reg u la tio n  of th e se  m aterial in te re s ts  in to  some "n a tu ra l"  
o rd e r  h e lp s  exp la in  w hy it  is u n se e n . None of th e  a u to b io g rap h ie s  I re a d  
in  th is  p ro je c t m entions th e  w ord  "ideo logy ,"  an d  y e t  each  s tu d ie s  a  p a r t  
o f a  sy stem  of id eas th a t  make sen sib le  th e  m aterial involvem ent o f w rite rs  
in  th e  p ro fe ss io n  of a u th o rs h ip : is su e s  of o rig in a lity , leg itim acy , 
p u b lic a tio n , s ig n a tu re s ,  ind iv idua l u se  of lan g u a g e , th e  (m oney) va lue  of 
w r i t in g s , h a v in g  a  re p re se n ta tiv e  c u ltu ra l voice o r a lte rn a tiv e ly  an  
u n re p re s e n ta tiv e  c u ltu ra l vo ice . T he ideology of a u th o rsh ip  h as  a s t ro n g  
re la tio n sh ip  to  th e  ideology of ind iv idualism , w hich it  in te r s e c ts  b o th  a t  
th e  level o f a e s th e tic s  an d  a t th e  level of m aterial com pensation . T his 
re la tio n sh ip  exp la in s w hy th e  u n iq u en ess  of th e  a u th o ria l voice (ev en  
w hen i t  is  S an d ra  G ilbert an d  S usan  G ubar) leads to  o r  is  lin k ed  to th e  
paym ent of one p e rso n  a n d  th e  c re d i t ,  a s  i t  w ere , to  h e r  nam e. T h is 
ideological re la tio n sh ip  is  espec ia lly  a t  is su e  in  th e  de B eauvo ir c h a p te r .
2. My e x p re ss io n  " l i te ra ry  c u ltu re "  is  not m aking some h id d en  d is tin c tio n  
be tw een  h ig h  " lite ra ry "  a r t  an d  low "n o n lite ra ry "  a r t .  In  f a c t ,  w hile all of 
th e  a u th o rs  I re a d  a re  m o d ern is ts , two of them —S te in  an d  H u rs to n —se lf­
consciously  occupied  some middle g ro u n d  betw een  th e  h ig h  a n d  low 
c a te g o r ie s . In  a n y  c a s e , th e  p ra c tic e s  an d  ideological codes of a u th o rsh ip  
in  q u e s tio n  a re  n o t th e  ex p erien ce  of only  some a u th o rs  of l i te r a tu r e ,  
how ever d e fin e d , b u t  of th e  m ajority  of them . I m ight have  u se d  T e r ry  
E ag le ton ’s " l i te ra ry  system " in s te a d  of " l i te ra ry  c u ltu re "  to  s u g g e s t  th a t  
a u th o r- iz a tio n  conform s to a  r e g u la r ,  o rg an iz in g  p a t te r n  (123). B u t th e  
w ord "c u ltu re "  he lp fu lly  a lludes to a  b ro ad  co n tex t o f e x p e rien c e  a t is su e  
th a t  in c lu d es  b o th  th e  p u b lish in g  house  and  th e  fam ily , th e  little  m agazine 
an d  th e  social m ovem ent.
3 . A gain Williams’ K eyw ords p ro v id es  th e  defin ition  of "rom antic" he lp fu l 
in  u n d e rs ta n d in g  i ts  co n trib u tio n  to  a  b ro a d e r  ideology of a u th o rs h ip : 
A fte r  th e  1880s, ” [ t ]h e  e x is tin g  sen se  of a  f re e  o r  l ib e ra te d  im agination 
was u n d o u b ted ly  g re a tly  s tre n g th e n e d . An e x ten d ed  se n se  of lib e ra tio n  
from  ru le s  a n d  conventional form s w as also pow erfu lly  d ev e lo p ed , no t only 
in  a r t  an d  l i te ra tu re  an d  m usic b u t  also in  fee lin g  an d  b eh av io u r"  (275).
4 . Q uestions ab o u t th e  a u th o r ity  of th e  sp e a k e r  a r e ,  of c o u rs e , m ost 
in s is te n t  in  d iscu ss io n s  of au to b io g rap h ies  b y  women an d  m in o ritie s , 
w here  th e  sp e a k in g  su b je c t be longs to  a  g ro u p  w ith  a  co llective  h is to ry  of 
p o w e rle s sn e s s . So i t  is  th a t  S h a ri B enstock  fo re g ro u n d s  th e  is su e  of 
a u th o r i ty  a s  e d ito r  o f T he P riv a te  S elf: T h eo ry  an d  P ra c tice  of Women's 
A u tob iog raph ica l W riting (C hapel H ill, NC: U n iv e rs ity  of N o rth  C aro lina  
P r e s s ,  1988) in  h e r  o p en in g  rem ark s on "T heories of A u to b io g rap h y ": 
"W here does th e  a u th o r i ty  r e s t  fo r  w ritin g  'a u to b io g ra p h y '? " ; a n d  a g a in  in  
h e r  c o n tr ib u tin g  e s sa y  in  th is  co llection , "A u th o riz in g  th e  
A u tob iog raph ica l"  10-33.
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5 . My u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th is  commodification p ro cess  was g re a tly  c larified  
b y  Ig o r K opytoff, "T he C u ltu ra l B iography  of T h in g s: Commoditization as 
P ro c e s s ,"  T he  Social Life of T h in g s : Commodities in  C u ltu ra l P e rsp e c tiv e , 
e d . Ar^'un A ppadurai (C am bridge: Cam bridge U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1986) 64- 
91. K opytoff defines a  commodity—"a th in g  th a t h as u se  value an d  th a t  
can  be  exchanged  in  a  d isc re te  tran sac tio n  fo r  a  c o u n te rp a r t ,  th e  v e ry  
fa c t of exchange in d ica tin g  th a t th e  c o u n te rp a r t h a s , in  th e  immediate 
c o n te x t, an  equ iva len t va lue"—and  o b se rv es th a t  a  th in g  commodified 
becomes common, " th e  opposite  of b e in g  uncommon, incom parab le, u n iq u e , 
s in g u la r , and  th e re fo re  not exchangeable  fo r  a n y th in g  else" (68, 69). 
T h u s th e  a u th o r , w riting  w ithin a  cu ltu re  th a t  re q u ire s  u n iq u en ess  to  
a u th o r- iz e , may paradox ically  lose a  sen se  of h e r  o r h e r  w ritin g 's  
u n iq u en ess  a t th e  time of a u th o r-iza tio n .
6 . Some te x ts  in  fem inist re se a rc h  th a t  re sp o n d  to th is  challenge in c lu d e : 
Heldne C ixous, "T he Laugh of th e  M edusa," t r a n s .  K eith  Cohen an d  Paula 
C ohen , S igns 1 (1976): 875-893; Ju lia  K ris tev a , D esire  in  L anguage: A 
Semiotic A pproach  to  L ite ra tu re  and  A r t , e d . Leon S . Roudiez (New Y ork: 
Columbia U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1980); Carol G illigan, In  a  D iffe ren t Voice: 
Psychological T heo ry  and  Women's Developm ent (B oston , MA: H arv ard  
U n iv e rs ity  P r e s s , 1982); E lizabeth A bel, e d . ,  W riting an d  Sexual 
D ifference (C hicago, IL: U n ivers ity  of Chicago P re s s ,  1982); an d  Sh irley  
N elson G a rn e r, e t  a l . , The (M )other T ongue: E ssays in  Fem inist 
P sychoanaly tic  In te rp re ta tio n  (I th a c a , NY: C ornell U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,
1985). S tu d ies  in  women's au tob iog raphy  w hich sim ilarly  make c en tra l 
women's re la tio n sh ip  to  language inc lude: Sidonie Sm ith, A Poetics of 
Women's A u to b io g rap h y : M arginality and  th e  F ictions of Self- 
R ep resen ta tio n  (Bloom ington, IN: Ind iana  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1987); Domna
C . S tan to n , e d . ,  The Female A u tograph : T heory  and  P rac tice  of 
A u tob iog raphy  from th e  T en th  to th e  T w entie th  C e n tu ry  (C h icago , IL: 
U n iv e rs ity  of Chicago P re s s , 1987); Bella B rodzki an d  C eleste  S chenck , 
L ife /L ines: T heoriz ing  Women's A utobiography  (I th a c a , NY: C ornell 
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1988); an d  F rancoise L ionnet, A utobiographical Voices: 
R ace, G ender, S e lf-P o rtra itu re  (I th ac a , NY: C ornell U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 
1989).
7. F o r an  exam ple of su ch  language d escrip tio n  see  Sally M cConnell-G inet, 
"L ingu istics  and  th e  Fem inist Challenge" in  Women an d  L anguage in  
L ite ra tu re  an d  S ociety , ed . Sally M cConnell-Ginet e t a l. (New Y ork: 
P ra e g e r  P u b lish e rs , 1980) 3-25. In d eed , P a r t II: L anguage in  Women’s 
L ives in  th e  same book includes six  e ssay s  which p ro v id e  th e  k in d  of 
im personal d e sc rip tio n  to  which I am re fe r r in g  h e re .
8 . Jam es M. Cox, whose w ork in  Am erican au to b io g rap h y  moves flu id ly  
am ong l i te ra ry  and  n o n lite ra ry  au to b io g rap h ie s , h a s  p ro p o sed  a  reaso n  
fo r  no t do ing  so . Cox theo rizes th a t  l ite ra ry  an d  n a iv e , a s  he  calls them , 
a u to b io g rap h e rs  have  v e ry  d iffe ren t ap p roaches to  th e  form  of th e ir  life - 
w ritin g s : fo r  th e  la t te r ,  form  is  an  unproblem atic  mold in to  w hich th e y  
p o u r  th e ir  e x p e rien c e , while l ite ra ry  a u to b io g rap h e rs  problem atize 
n a rra tiv e  form  and  convey  i ts  m eaning-m aking cap ac ity  in  sh a p in g  th e ir  
e x p erien ce . See R ecovering  L ite ra tu re 's  Lost G round : E ssays in
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A m erican A u tob iog raphy  (B aton  R ouge: Louisiana S ta te  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  
1989) 127.
9. W olfgang I s e r 's  concep t o f " re p e r to ire "  may be  u se fu l in  th in k in g  ab o u t 
th is  fie ld  of d iffe ren ce  in sc rib e d  in  th e  te x ts  th em se lv es . I s e r  e x p la in s : 
"T he  conven tions n e c e ssa ry  fo r  th e  estab lishm en t of a  s itu a tio n  m ight 
more f i tt in g ly  be  called  th e  re p e r to ire  o f th e  te x t"  (a u th o r’s e m p h a s is ) . 
B u t th e  s itu a tio n  my a u th o rs  illum inate, th o u g h  held  in  common u n d e r  th e  
one h e a d in g , is  e s ta b lish e d  w ith  v a ry in g  a llu sions to th e  elem ental a sp e c ts  
o f a u th o rs h ip . I s e r  co n tin u es : "T he  re p e r to ire  c o n s is ts  of all th e  fam iliar 
t e r r i to r y  w ith in  th e  t e x t . T h is may be in  th e  form  of re fe re n c e s  to  e a r lie r  
w o rk s , o r  to social an d  h is to rica l norm s, o r  to  th e  whole c u ltu re  from  
w hich th e  te x t  h as em erged—in  b r ie f ,  to  w hat P ra g u e  s t r u c tu r a l is ts  have 
called  th e  'e x tra te x tu a l ' r e a l i ty ."  So each  te x ts  p u lls  up  a  d if fe re n t 
r e p e r to ire  co n ce rn in g  a u th o rsh ip  w hich , a s  I s e r  s a y s , will "u n d e rg o  some 
k in d  of tran sfo rm a tio n "  in  b e in g  tex tu a lly  in s c r ib e d . See T he  A ct of 
R ead ing : A T h eo ry  of A esth e tic  R esponse  (B altim ore, MD: Jo h n s H opkins 
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1978) 69.
10. As a n  a s id e , i t  is  in te re s tin g  to  n o te  th a t  th e  a scen d an ce  of l i te ra ry  
b io g ra p h y  an d  a u to b io g rap h y  in  th e  A m erican, E ng lish , an d  F re n ch  
academ y was contem poraneous w ith th e  a scen d an ce  of th e  s t ru c tu ra l i s t  
th e o ry  of th e  "D eath  of th e  A u th o r ."  So, while a u th o rs  w ere b e in g  chased  
aw ay from  th e  c e n te r  of te x tu a l  in te rp re ta t io n  on th e  one h a n d , on th e  
o th e r  h an d  w hat th e y  th in k , fee l, c o n fu se , v is i t ,  o ffen d , t r a n s g re s s ,  
s u b v e r t ,  ad  in fin itu m , is s till  v e ry  m uch a  c e n tra l p reo ccu p a tio n  of 
l i te ra ry  s tu d ie s . T he New H istoricism  m ight have som ething  to  do w ith  
th is  p a ra d o x  sin ce  one of i ts  aims is  to make re la tio n a l e x tra te x tu a l  is su e s  
(like  a u th o ria l b io g rap h y ) an d  in tra te x tu a l  m a tte rs  (like  n a rra t iv e  form , 
them e, a n d  co n flic t) .
11. F o r a  d iscu ss io n  of th e  r is e  in  re a d e r - re sp o n s e  c ritic ism , espec ia lly  
s ince  th e  m id -s ix tie s ' farew ell to  th e  a u th o r , see  P e te r  J .  R abinow itz, 
"W hirl W ithout E nd: A u d ien ce -O rien ted  C ritic ism ,"  in  C on tem porary  
L ite ra ry  T h e o ry , e d . G. Douglas A tk ins an d  L aura  Morrow (A m h erst, MA: 
T he  U n iv e rs ity  of M assachuse tts  P re s s ,  1989) 81-100.
12. O th e r  fem inist th e o rie s  of re a d in g  w hich sim ilarly  in s is t  th a t  th e  
q u e s tio n  of who re a d s  m akes a  d iffe ren ce  have  b een  p ro p o se d  b y  Ju d ith  
F e t te r ly ,  T he R e s is tin g  R ead e r: A Fem inist A pproach  to  A m erican F iction 
(B loom ington, IN : In d ian a  U n iv e rs ity  P r e s s ,  1978); A n n e tte  K olodny, "A 
Map fo r  R eread in g : G ender a n d  th e  In te rp re ta tio n  of L ite ra ry  T e x ts ,"
T he New Fem inist C ritic ism : E ssays on Women, L ite ra tu re , an d  T h e o ry , 
e d . E laine Show alter (New Y ork: P an th eo n , 1985) 144-167; a n d  E lizabeth  
A . F lynn  an d  P a trocin io  P . S ch w eick a rt, e d s . ,  G ender a n d  R ead ing : 
E ssays on R e a d e rs , T e x ts , a n d  C on tex ts  (B altim ore, MD: Jo h n s H opkins 
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1986). I fo re g ro u n d  M iller's "o v e rread in g "  s t r a te g y  
b ecau se  of i ts  em phasis on re a d in g  fo r  th e  re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  a u th o r  
a n d  te x t  p ro d u c tio n .
C hap te r 2 S e lf-F a thering  Sons: Masculine Fictions of Self-
A uthorization in  R ichard W right's Black Boy and  
Jean-P au l S a r tre 's  The Words
In  1937 R ichard  W right pub lished  h is au tob iog raphy  Black Boy in  
America while Jean -P au l S a r tre  in France was w riting  th e  fictional s to ry  of 
p ro to ex is ten tia lis t Antoine R oquentin . Not u n til 1954 would S a rtre  beg in  
d ra f tin g  h is au tob iog raphy , Les Mots (The Words 1964). By th a t tim e, 
th ese  a u th o rs  of rad ically  dissim ilar backgrounds would be  f r ie n d s , 
com rades w orking to g e th e r in  F ra n ce . In  an  in terv iew  with Michel F a b re , 
Simone de B eauvoir recalls the  l ite ra ry  and political tie s  betw een W right 
and  S a rtre  th a t ex tended  from th e  mid-1940s to the  m id-1950s.1 W right 
p a rtic ip a ted  in  th e  Rassemblement Politique R evolutionnaire (RDR) d u rin g  
th is  epoch , and  S a rtre  had Black Boy pub lished  in  installm ents in  Les 
Temps M odernes along w ith "The Man Who Lived U nderground" and  o th e r 
w orks o r  lec tu re s  b y  W right. In  addition  to th is  p ro fessional tie , 
sign ifican t philosophical bonds ex is ted  betw een W right and  S a r tre  and  
have been  documented b y  Michel F ab re , among o th e r s .2 T he 1940s and  
1950s saw W right immersed in F rench  existentialism  as p ropounded  b y  
S a r tre —an im portant s tag e  in  th e  evolution of W right's ideas about th e  
social engagem ent of th e  ind iv idual. In  gen era l, th e n , sev era l sign ifican t 
fac to rs  would su p p o rt a s tu d y  of the  in te rsec tio n  betw een the  
contem porary tra jec to rie s  of W right's and  S a r tre 's  lives and  au tho ria l 
c a re e rs . My p u rp o se , how ever, is to s tu d y  not th e ir  lives p e r  se  b u t 
ra th e r  th e  n a rra tiv e  of childhood each w rote which e x p la in s , ju s tif ie s , 
and  au tho rizes th e  ca ree r of au th o rsh ip  each p u rs u e d . The p roxim ity— 
p erso n a l, philosophical, and  professional—betw een S a rtre  and  W right as
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liv ing  a u th o rs  lends th e  rapprochem ent of th e ir  au thob iog raph ies a 
c e rta in  h isto rica l c redence . What m otivates my com parison of Black Boy 
and  The Words is  less h isto rical th an  narra to log ica l: the  sim ilarity 
betw een th e ir  au thobiographical in te rro g a tio n s  of th e  fiction of se lf­
au tho riza tion .
Both Black Boy and  The Words exem plify th e  general 
c h a rac te ris tic s  of au thob iography  developed in  the  las t c h a p te r . T hat is ,  
bo th  n a rra tiv e s  conflate deeply  p e rso n a l, psychological issu es  of se lf­
au thoriza tion  w ith th e  socio -cu ltu ra l e ffec ts  of co m in g -to -b e-an -au th o r 
w ith in  societies th a t valorize th e  p ro fession  of a u th o rs h ip . The 
p ro tag o n is t realized  a t th e  end of each n a rra tiv e  is not ju s t  a  se lf  o r 
a u to s : he  is a nascen t version  of th e  a u th o r whose s ig n a tu re  c ircu la tes  in  
a  public  way. As Philippe Lejeune has sa id , "An a u th o r is no t a p e rso n .
He is a  p e rso n  who w rites and  pub lishes"  (On A utobiography 11). In  
tw e n tie th -c en tu ry  America and  F rance , a t le a s t, a u th o rs  assum e a 
position  of a u th o rity  and a re  e x tra o rd in a ry  b y  v ir tu e  of th e ir  p ro fessio n . 
B ut R ichard  W right and  Jean -P au l S a rtre  a re  b o th , fo r  v a ria n t rea so n s , 
rem arkable^authors in  tw e n tie th -c en tu ry  lite ra ry  h is to ry , a s  th e ir  
resp ec tiv e  au thobiographies su g g e s t. While th e  form er overcam e 
en tren ch ed  social and  racial b a rr ie rs  to lite racy  and  a l ite ra ry  p ro fessio n , 
th e  la t te r  active ly  c ritiq u ed —on social and  philosophical g ro u n d s— 
lite ra ry  p ro fessions to th e  e x te n t of re jec tin g  th e  Nobel P rize  fo r 
L ite ra tu re  aw arded him in  1964. In  add ition , W right and  S a r tre  w ere 
sim ilarly rem arkable a u th o rs  in  th a t th e y  w rite  au thob iograph ies which 
in te rro g a te  th e ir  ra p p o rt w ith the  p ro fession  of a u th o rsh ip  and  th e  
p ro cesses  of se lf-au tho riza tion  u n d e rsco rin g  th e ir  p ro fessional p ra c tic e .
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While sign ifican tly  conditioned b y  d isp a ra te  social c o n te x ts , the  
au thob iograph ical n a rra tiv e s  of Black Boy and  The Words n ev e rth e less  
in v ite  com parison. At p rim ary  them atic and  s tru c tu ra l  levels , th e  
paradigm s and  rh e to ric  fo r—and  a g a in s t—self-au th o riza tio n  prom ulgated 
b y  th ese  te x ts  a re  closely re la ted . Each n a rra tiv e  tak es  shape  around  
oedipal conflicts over and  d esires  fo r legitim acy and  a u th o rity . In  
R eading  fo r th e  Plot P e te rs  Brooks valorizes fa th e r-so n  oppositions as 
"u n d erly in g  s tru c tu re s "  in  "classic" fiction in  th e  p a s t  two c e n tu r ie s .3 
My analysis of Black Boy and The Words reveals th e  applicab ility  of 
B rooks's  oedipal paradigm  as a  critica l tool b u t also in q u ires  into th a t 
parad igm 's re s tr ic tiv e n e ss  and  complicity in  re in fo rc in g  th is  dominant 
fic tion  of se lf-au th o riza tio n . The v a rie ty  of fa th e rs  in  question  w ithin 
an d  betw een th ese  te x ts —lite ra l and  li te ra ry , a b sen t and  p re s e n t , b lack  
an d  w hite, single and  collective—arg u es  generally  fo r  th e  parad igm 's 
u se fu ln ess . T hese fa th e rs  re p re se n t o rig ins th a t  th e  son  in  each case 
rep u d ia te s  in  o rd e r  to legitim ate him self. Both W right and  S a rtre  have 
reco u rse  to the  fan ta sy  of fa th e rin g  oneself in  exp la in ing  and 
in te rro g a tin g  th e  p ro cess  and  h is to ry  of th e ir  se lf-a u th o riz a tio n . In d ee d , 
a  repud ia tion  and  a rec rea tion  of o rig ins o n /in  th e ir  own term s conditions 
th e  v e ry  possib ility  of th e  a u th o r 's  co m in g -to -be-an -au tho r in  Black Boy 
and  The W ords.
In  se p a ra te  d iscussions of Black Boy and  The Words I will examine 
th e  specific s tru g g le s  fo r filial legitim acy and  a u th o rity  them atized and  
in te rro g a te d  in  each w ork. Each n a rra tiv e  chronologically emplots 
anecdo tes and  memories th a t a rg u e  fo r  and  explain  th e ir  common 
conclusion : th e  em ergence of th e  a u th o r-to -b e  which e ffec ts  th e
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equivalence betw een self and a u th o r. While each plot works to fo reg round  
th is  causally  explicable tra jec to ry  of action , th e re  a re  ru p tu re s  
in te rsp e rse d  th roughout each n a rra tiv e  which belie the  fiction-m aking of 
self-m aking. Both Black Bov and The Words respec tive ly  question  and 
sa tirize  the  g roundlessness on which th e  b o y -au th o r would e re c t his 
autonom y, h is a u th o rity , and , by  ex tension , his a u th o rsh ip . Each 
n a rra to r ’s aw areness of th is  g roundlessness re p re se n ts  h is aw areness of 
the  fiction of se lf-au tho riza tion . In  sum, Black Boy and The Words can be 
read  as authobiographies th a t challenge the  legitimacy of th e ir  fictions of 
se lf-au thorization  by  exposing the  fiction-m aking p rocess rep lica ted  in 
th e ir  autobiographical a c ts . Accomplished within th e  filial economy of 
se lf-fa th e rin g , they  toge ther constitu te  one p a ten tly  masculine version  of 
th e  tw en tie th -cen tu ry  autobiographical c ritique  of a u th o rsh ip .
Two inqu iries of a theoretical n a tu re  conclude th is  ch ap te r and 
beg in  th e  overread ing  process carried  th roughout th e  end of th is  p ro je c t. 
The f i r s t  in q u iry  considers th e  race-specific  fac ts b rack e ted  in  a theo ry  
of the  fictionality  of se lf-au thorization . Resuming a d iscussion  of Black 
B oy, I ask : why is the  sev erity  of S a r tre ’s c ritique  of the  se lf- 
im posturing  endemic to au thorsh ip  inappropria te  when d irec ted  a t 
W right’s s to ry?  If Wright questions the  possib ility  of h is o rig in -less , 
se lf-o rig inating  stance  v is-a -v is  h is rac is t hom eland, he declines to 
charac terize  h is self-au thorization  as neurotic  se lf-delusion  as S a rtre  does 
in  The W ords. This f ir s t  inqu iry  employs the  overread ing  s tra te g y  of 
focusing  on th e  v a ry in g  racial and social con tex ts of the  a u th o rs ' 
p roduction  of th e ir  au thob iograph ies. I t sh ifts  th e  con tex t fo r d iscussing  
the  th eo ry  of se lf-fa th erin g  fictions from a m etaphysical, ah istorical
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con tex t to a  h isto rical context th a t takes into account the  racial d ifference 
betw een W right and  S a rtre .
The second in q u iry , which looks ahead to ch ap te rs  th ree  th rough  
five , also destabilizes the  theo ry  of the  fictionality  of se lf-au tho riza tion , 
now from a fem inist p e rsp ec tiv e . I ask  in  th is  section: how does the  
preoccupation  w ith masculine (because filial) autonomy in h e re n t in Black 
Boy and The Words ren d e r th e ir  overall critique  of au tho rsh ip  
inapplicable to women's lives and life-w ritings? At issue  here  is the  
limitation of a c ritique  of au tho rsh ip  organized/em plotted  though  a 
rh e to ric  of o rig ins and o rig inality . What happens to women in  such  a 
rheto ric?  Examining the  relationship  between the  claim to se lf-fa th e rin g  
and th e  infantilization of the  mother in  The Words helps c larify  how 
S a r tre 's  m asoulinist critique  of se lf-au thorization  invokes a  C artesian  
in sistence  on the  separa teness of individuals and  the  e ra su re  of biological 
roots embodied in  th e  m other. This in q u iry  p u ts  into question  the 
p a tria rch a l prem ise evinced in  bo th  The Words and Black Boy th a t a u th o r­
ization en tails (o r supplem ents) legitimation by  p a te rn a l pow ers. I t  is  
p rec ise ly  th is  assum ption th a t G ertrude  S tein , Simone de Beauvoir and  
Zora Neale H urston  will q u e ry  in  th e ir  au thob iograph ies.
I Black Boy, Black A uthor: The Paradox of Black Boy
A re "black boy" and  R ichard Wright the  same person? The 
question , ap p aren tly  banal, deserves to be asked ra th e r  th an  answ ered .
A simple "yes" would seem precip itous in  several w ays. In  th e  f i r s t  p lace, 
it  is  not c lear th a t "black boy" and  "R ichard W right" a re  p e rso n s . Do 
th ey  not ra th e r  exemplify nouns of d ivergen t p roperties?  T he common
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noun  "b lack  boy" s tip u la te s  a  c lass of in d iv id u a ls , while th e  p ro p e r  name 
"R ichard  W right" d e s ig n a te s  a  "p ro p e r"  ind iv idua l w ith  a  d isc re te  
id e n ti ty . To sim ply eq u a te  th e  two would th u s  d isco u n t th is  obv ious 
d iffe ren c e : th e  b e in g  r e fe r re d  to  b y  "b lack  boy" is g en eric  while th e  
b e in g  r e fe r re d  to  b y  "R ichard  W right" is  sp e c if ic .4
B u t th e  m atte r is more com plicated y e t .  "R ich a rd  W right" is  a t  a  
f u r th e r  rem ove from "b lack  boy" b ecau se  i t  exem plifies a n  a u th o r 's  nam e. 
In  "What Is  a n  A u thor?" Michel Foucault co n ten d s th a t  in  ad d itio n  to  i ts  
in d ica tiv e  ( re fe re n tia l)  fu n c tio n , a  p ro p e r  name is  " th e  eq u iv a len t of a  
d esc rip tio n "  of a  p e rs o n ; b u t  an  a u th o r 's  nam e, like  "R ich a rd  W rig h t,"  
has th e  add itional c la ss if ica to ry  fu n c tio n  of c h a ra c te r iz in g  "a c e r ta in  mode 
of b e in g  of d isco u rse"  (146). T he a u th o r 's  name "seem s alw ays to  b e  
p r e s e n t ,  m ark ing  o ff th e  ed g es of th e  te x t ,  re v e a lin g , o r  a t  le a s t 
c h a ra c te r iz in g , i ts  mode of b e in g . . . . [ I t]  in d ic a te s  th e  s ta tu s  of [a] 
d isco u rse  w ith in  a  soc ie ty  a n d  a  c u ltu re "  (147). "B lack b o y ,"  to  be  s u r e ,  
does no t "g ro u p  to g e th e r  a  c e r ta in  num ber of te x t s ."  If  we a re  in s is tin g  
on th e  a u th o r - i ty  of "R ichard  W righ t,"  we m ust in s is t  on th e  r e v e rs e  w ith  
re s p e c t  to "b lack  b o y "—fo r th a t  is  th e  rea l b a r r ie r  to  e s ta b lish in g  an  
equ iva lence  betw een  th ese  te rm s. A ccord ing  to  B lack B oy , "b lack  boy" 
h as  n o th in g  to  do w ith  te x ts  o r  th e ir  pub lic  c ircu la tio n ; i t  r e f e r s  to  a  s e t  
of boys n eg a tiv e ly  m arked b y  race  in  M ississippi in  th e  f i r s t  decad es of 
th is  c e n tu ry , lack in g  no t ju s t  th e  "a u th o rsh ip  func tion"  of "R ich a rd  
W right" b u t  th e  v e ry  independence  an d  p a r t ic u la r i ty  b e to k en ed  b y  p ro p e r  
nam es. F a r from  b e in g  a u th o r s , b lack  boys a re  n o t ev en  a u th o r iz e d .
T h ro u g h o u t R ichard  W righ t's B lack B o y , th e  m y sterious 
in c o n g ru ity  betw een  "R ichard  W right" an d  "b lack  boy" c irc u la te s . I t
s ta r tle s  th e  re a d e r  d u r in g  the  ce leb ra ted  ly rical catalogues of "moments of
Living [which] revea l them selves" to the  boy grow ing in  intim acy w ith
n a tu re  (14-15). I t a ssa u lts  th e  re a d e r when th e  boy .Richard review s his
s ix -y e a r-o ld  c a ree r as a saloon d ru n k a rd  (28-29). And it is embodied
severa l times in  f ig u res  su ch  as the  woman fo r whom R ichard did
"ch o re s ,"  who sn e e rs , "'Y ou1!! never be a  w rite r . . . . Who on e a r th  p u t
such  ideas in to  y o u r n ig g e r head? '"  (162) But i f  a t the  te x t 's  end  th is
in cong ru ity  still puzzles the  re a d e r , she is not alone. For even  as th e
n a rra to r  rec rea te s  h is childhood from a memory signally  his own, he has
no conclusive resp o n se  to h is own repea ted  questions about th e  a u th o rity
he has a rro g a ted  to him self:
B ut what was it  th a t always made me feel th a t [I 'v e  got to ge t 
aw ay]? What was it  th a t made me conscious of possib ilities?  From 
w here in  th is  so u th e rn  d a rk n e ss  had I caugh t a  sense  of freedom? 
Why was it  th a t I was able to ac t upon vaguely  fe lt notions? What 
was i t  th a t made me feel th in g s deeply  enough fo r me to  t r y  to o rd e r  
my life b y  my feelings? The ex te rn a l world of w hites and  b la c k s , 
which was the  only  world th a t I had  e v e r  know n, su re ly  had no t 
evoked in  me an y  belief in  m yself. T he people I had met had  
adv ised  and  dem anded subm ission. What, th e n , was I a fte r?  How 
d a re  I consider my feelings su p e rio r to  th e  g ro ss  environm ent th a t 
so u g h t to claim me? (282)
Black Boy a rg u es  fo r  th e  transform ation  of b lack  b o y  into R ichard W right,
questions th e  transfo rm ation  from black boy to R ichard W right, b u t n e v e r
accounts fo r i t ,  n e v e r lays to r e s t  W right's own question  of th e  sou rce
(au c to r) of th is  transfo rm ation . A re a d e r  can say  w ith c e rta in ty  th a t
R ichard  W right au th o red  th e  w riting  of h is life and  gave himself th ro u g h
th e  w riting  a life . B u t he en titled  th a t "life" Black B oy, th u s
paradoxically  roo ting  h is a u th o rity /a u th o rsh ip  in  a  be ing  b e re f t  of those
q u a litie s . T h is paradox  re in fo rces ra th e r  th a n  d ispels th e  question  of his
au thobiographical e n te rp r is e . Whence th e  a u th o rity  of R ichard  W right?
W ithout in  th e  lea s t s e ttlin g  th is  q u estio n , one re sp o n se  a rg u e d  a t 
d if fe re n t levels b y  th e  n a rra tiv e  is  th a t W right's a u th o rity  comes from 
q u estio n in g . Q uestion ing  is re p re se n te d  as a n a tu ra l p ro p e n s ity  of b o th  
th e  child  R ichard  and  th e  n a r r a to r /  a u th o r th ro u g h o u t th e  te x t . T h ro u g h  
th e  n a r r a to r 's  recap itu la tion  of b lack b o y 's  qu estio n s so ld e red  onto h is 
ow n, a  se lf /so u rc e  in d ep en d en t from o th e rs  a p p a re n tly  a s s e r ts  i ts e lf , 
while a t  th e  same time a rg u in g  fo r th e  equivalence of b lack  boy  and 
R ichard  W right. T he n a r ra to r  dem onstra tes th e  "consum ing cu rio s ity "  of 
th e  small b lack  boy w ith long q u es tio n -an d -an sw er sess io n s betw een th e  
child  and  h is m other as he becomes conscious of rac e  re la tio n s and  the  
n eg a tiv e  determ inism  of be ing  b lack  in  th e  South  (29, 55-57, 65-68) . In  
th is  w ay, q u estio n in g  is closely aligned  w ith  th e  au to d id ac tic  p ro cess  
de ta iled  b y  th is  b lack  B ildungsrom an. An example s ig n a lin g  th is  
alignm ent is  th e  jux taposition  of th e  anecdote  abou t how b lack  boy 
p rom pted  h is m other to teach  him to r e a d , w ith  th e  p a ra g ra p h  which 
b e g in s , "I soon made m yself a  nu isance  b y  a sk in g  f a r  too m any questions 
of ev ery b o d y " (30 ). T hen  tu rn in g  to race  re la tio n s , th e  p a ra g ra p h  
c o n tin u es , "E very  h appen ing  in  th e  ne ighborhood , no m atte r how tr iv ia l , 
became my b u s in e s s . I t was in  th is  m anner th a t  I f i r s t  stum bled upon  th e  
re la tio n s  betw een w hites and  b la c k s , an d  w hat I lea rn ed  f r ig h te n e d  m e."
In  th is  w ay, th e  motif of question ing  in  B lack Boy evolves to  connect 
b lack  b o y 's  c h a rac te ris tic  se lf -a s se r tio n , h is au to d id ac tic  p ro cess  of 
ed u ca tio n , and  h is d is ru p tio n  of racial codes in  h is env ironm ent.
In  b r ie f , Black Boy's  questions a rg u e  th a t  ind iv idua ls m ust 
q u estio n  th e  a u th o rity  of received  rac e  re la tio n s . B u t not all b lacks a re  
empowered th u s  as in d iv id u a ls . Much of th e  su b s ta n c e  of b lack  b o y 's
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questions s tre s se s  th a t young  R ichard  W right, alone am ongst h is b lack
p e e rs , is  individualized as such  a qu estio n e r. The use  of th e  passive
here  is d e lib e ra te : it seems th a t R ichard is n a tu ra lly  endowed w ith a
question ing  d isposition tow ards h is people and h is environm ent which se ts
him a p a r t  from them , desp ite  th e ir  determ ining in flu e n ce .5 In th e
following p assag e , th e  b lended voice of n a rra to r  and  b lack  boy a rticu la te
an  im portant in stance  in  which th e  question ing  R ichard  d istingu ishes
himself from school, p e e rs , family, and  society—w hite and  b lack :
What was it  th a t  made the  hate  of w hites fo r  b lacks so s te ad y , 
seem ingly so woven in to  th e  te x tu re  of th ings?  What k ind  of life 
was possible u n d e r th a t hate? How had th is  h a te  come to be? 
N othing about the  problem s of N egroes was e v e r  ta u g h t in  the  
classroom s a t school; and  w henever I would ra ise  th ese  questions 
w ith th e  b o y s, they  would e ith e r  remain s ilen t o r tu rn  th e  sub ject 
in to  a joke. They were vocal about the  p e tty  indiv idual w rongs 
th ey  su f fe re d , b u t th ey  possessed  no desire  fo r  a knowledge of the  
p ic tu re  as a whole. T hen why was I w orried about it?
Was I rea lly  as bad  as my uncles and a u n ts  and  G ranny 
rep ea ted ly  said? Why was it considered  w rong to a sk  questions?
Was I r ig h t  when I re s is te d  punishm ent? It was inconceivable to me 
th a t one should  su r re n d e r  to what seemed w rong , an d  most of the  
people I had met seemed w rong. O ught one to  s u r re n d e r  to 
a u th o rity  even if one believed th a t th a t au th o rity  was w rong? If 
th e  answ er was y e s , th en  I knew th a t I would always be w rong, 
because  I could n ev er do i t .  T hen  how could one live in  a  world in  
which one’s mind and  percep tions meant no th ing  and  a u th o rity  and  
trad itio n  meant every th ing?  T here  w ere no answ ers (181-182).
C onflating child and n a rra to r  in to  som ething like c h ild -au th o r, th e
questions in  th is  passage  e stab lish  W right’s position of opposition v is -a -
v is th e  c rip p lin g  world of th e  S o u th . T hey exem plify r a th e r  th an
pronounce R ichard ’s role as u s u rp e r  of th e  a u th o rity  th a t would o pp ress
him: b y  th e  a c tiv ity  of h is mind he can genera te  a t least questions if not
answ ers th a t ind icate  he himself a rb itra te s  m eaning. B efore his
question ing  mind—th en  as b lack  boy and  now as a u th o r—all is eclipsed .
The se lf-au th o riz in g  W right h e re  v ind icates his childhood vision of him self
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in  the  orphanage where he stayed  fo r a y ear: "a d is tin c t personality  
s tr iv in g  against o th e rs” (38).
Such evidence of W right's romantic individualism  has a lte rn a te ly  
troub led  and appealed to critics of Black Boy. R obert S tep to , fo r 
exam ple, hails the  "marvelous se lf-a ssertio n ” of "the q u estin g  human 
being  seek ing  freedom and a vo ice .” But he likewise ind icates how 
W right's "authorial posture" might compromise him b y  so radically  
rem oving him from his environm ent in  p a rticu la r, and  the  Afro-Am erican 
lite ra ry  trad ition  in general (57-58, 65). George K ent, following th e  lead 
of C onstance Webb, discovers in the  "se lf-beyond-cu ltu re"  a rg u ed  fo r in 
passages like the  one above, the  source of Black Boy's  flaws and  of its  
pow er. Kent a t once admires the  power of th e  "cosm ic," "ou tsider self" 
reach ing  out fo r the  "beauty  and nobleness of life" and complains th a t  the  
book 's in ten tion  to be "rep resen ta tive"  of most b lack boys' childhood is 
compromised by  th is  individualism  (21). Michel F ab re , too, has 
ex tensively  explored the  significance of W right's b ran d  of individualism .
In p a rtic u la r, his essay  "W right's South" focuses on W right's "refu sa l to 
undergo  the  ty ran n y  of o rig in s ,"  which explains fo r Fabre the  heroic 
"authorial postu re" th a t troubles Stepto (81).
F ab re 's  a tten tion  to the  treatm ent of o rig ins in Black Boy ad d resses  
the  most im portant aspec t of the  n a rra tiv e 's  in te rro g a tiv e  rh e to ric  of 
opposition—most im portant because the  n a rra to r  himself repeated ly  
questions the  source o r origins of his questioning  pose. Indeed , as noted 
above, th e  n a rra tiv e  ends w ithout reso lv ing  the  question  of b lack  boy 's  
transform ation  into R ichard W right. The source  of the  questioner is in 
th is  way indefinitely  problem atized. The c ircu la r rh e to ric  of W right's
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q u e s tio n in g  th e  o rig in  of h is q u estio n in g  a u th o r i ty , how ever, b e g s  an
im portan t q u e s tio n : w h e th er th e  o rig in s b e in g  re p u d ia te d  b y  th e  n a r r a to r
an d  re c re a te d  b y  th e  n a rra tiv e  a re  o rig in s . In  f a c t ,  th ro u g h o u t th e
n a rra t iv e  of se lf-a u th o riz a tio n , W right h as a rg u e d  fo r  th e  sp ace  in  w hich
to su sp e n d  q u estio n s  of h is o rig in s b y  e ra d ic a tin g , re p u d ia tin g , o r
b y p a ss in g  th re e  s e ts  of fa th e rs  a g a in s t whom he defines h im self.
U ltim ately , th e n , W righ t's q u estio n in g  of h is o rig in s  in v ite s  re a d e rs  to
co n s id e r how , i f  a t  a ll, h is fic tion  of s e lf - fa th e r in g  an sw ers  th e  q u es tio n
of b lack  b o y 's  a u th o r i ty .
The fic tion  of se lf -fa th e r in g  in  B lack Boy in d ic a te s  th e  te x t 's
re la tio n sh ip  to  w hat P e te r  B rooks calls " th e  g re a t  tra d itio n "  of
n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  novels concerned  w ith is su e s  of filial legitim acy an d
th e  conflic t of g e n e ra tio n s . G iven W right's imm ersion in  th e  n in e te e n th -
c e n tu ry  no v e l, th e  R ussian  v a r ie ty  in  p a r t ic u la r , i t  does no t s u rp r is e  th a t
he m ight p a t te rn  h is p e rso n a l h is to ry  w ith filial con flic ts ak in  to th o se
peo p lin g  h is  im ag ina tion .6 B rooks m aintains th a t  th e  "k ey  problem " in
th e se  con flic ts  is  th a t  of th e  " tran sm iss ion  of know ledge":
th e  p ro c e ss  b y  w hich th e  y o u n g  p ro ta g o n is t . . . d isc o v e rs  h is  
choices of in te rp re ta tio n  an d  action  in  re la tio n  to  a  num ber of o ld er 
f ig u re s  of wisdom an d  a u th o r ity  who a re  ra re ly  biological f a th e r s —a 
s itu a tio n  th a t  th e  novel o ften  e n su re s  b y  m aking th e  so n  a n  o rp h a n , 
o r  b y  k illin g  off o r  o therw ise  occu lting  th e  biological f a th e r  b e fo re  
th e  te x t  b r in g s  to  m atu rity  i ts  dom inant a l te rn a t iv e s . T he son  th e n  
most o ften  has a  choice am ong possib le  fa th e r s  from  whom to  
in h e r i t ,  an d  in  choosing—w hich may en ta il a  su ccess io n  of 
se lec tions an d  re je c tio n s—he p lays ou t h is  c a re e r  of in tia tio n  in to  a  
so c ie ty  and  in to  h is to ry , comes to define  h is  own a u th o r i ty  in  th e  
in te rp re ta t io n  an d  u se  of social (and  te x tu a l)  codes (63 -64).
A num ber o f fe a tu re s  in  th is  sy n o p sis  of filial conflict a re  re le v a n t to  th e
re p u d ia tio n  an d  rew ritin g  of o rig in s  in  B lack B o y . T he f a th e r s  o v e r  an d
a g a in s t whom W right n a r ra te s  in  B lack Boy include  b u t  a re  n o t lim ited to
h is biological fa th e r . As F abre  and  S tep to  have n o ted , W right s lay s  th is  
fa th e r  in  th e  n a rra tiv e  w ith quick  d isp a tch  in  i ts  f i r s t  c h a p te r ;7 an d  th e  
n a rra tiv e  su b seq u e n tly  in tro d u ces  o r  o therw ise rev ea ls  a lte rn a tiv e  
f ig u re s  of wisdom among whom black  boy chooses w hat he w ishes to  
in h e r i t . T hese  o th e r fa th e rs  include h is l i te ra ry  p re d e c e sso rs  who w rote 
them selves ou t of s la v e ry , and  h is more con tem porary , w hite l i te ra ry  
fa th e rs  who challenge American c u ltu re . C ollectively , th e se  fa th e rs  
c o n s titu te  a  s e t  of o rig in s  o r roo ts a t once re c re a te d  an d  re je c ted  b y  th e  
n a r r a t iv e . T he n a rra to r  of Black Boy accom plishes a  double se lf­
au th o riza tio n  b y  w eaving in to  th e  p lo t of h is tran sfo rm ation  from  b lack  
boy  to a u th o r  h is so lita ry  ascendance  over h is p a te rn a l in h e r i ta n c e s .
If W right's n a rra tiv e  a s s e r ts  i ts  r ig h t to rep u d ia te  th e  f a th e r ,  i t  
d e riv e s  some ju stifica tion  from th e  fac t th a t  th e  fa th e r  rep u d ia te d  th e  so n . 
T he f i r s t  c h a p te r  of Black Boy d esc rib es  th e  callousness of W right's 
fa th e r  in  abandon ing  h is family and  leav ing  them  to s ta r v e . D u rin g  one of 
th e  typ ica lly  f ra n k , intim ate d iscussions betw een m other an d  son  
re c re a te d  in  th e  n a rra t iv e , th e  m other exp la ins to R ichard  th a t he  is  
h u n g ry  because  h is fa th e r , form erly  th e  one to b r in g  home th e  food, has 
le f t fo r  a  p lace unknow n. The n a r ra to r  th e n  comments: " th e  image of my 
fa th e r  became associated  w ith my p an g s of h u n g e r , and  w henever I fe lt 
h u n g e r  I th o u g h t of him w ith a  deep biological b i tte rn e s s "  (21 -22). T h is 
association  of th e  fa th e r  w ith  bodily  p a in  o r  d ep riv a tio n  is s tre n g th e n e d  
b y  th e  b o y /n a r ra to r 's  naive belief in  th e  exclusively  "p a te rn a l r ig h t"  a  
man p o ssessed  to b ea t h is ch ild ren  (31 ); th is  be lief evolves d e sp ite  th a t  
fa c t th a t  i t  is  h is  m other who deals R ichard  a  n e a r-fa ta l b e a tin g  in  
pun ishm ent fo r  th e  f ire  he s e ts  in  th e  n a rra t iv e 's  open ing  sc en e . T he
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f a th e r  in  th is  n a rra tiv e  is  th e  body ; he is  re p re se n ta tiv e  of b ru te ,  
p h y sica l fo rce  a n d , iron ically , physical ab sence .
As Michel F ab re  has a rg u e d , the  fa th e r  also sym bolizes th e  
b ru ta l ity  of poor b lack  so u th e rn e rs  from whom R ichard  is  fa te d , b y  th e  
logic of th e  n a rra t iv e ’s em plotm ent, to e sc a p e .8 The end  of th e  f i r s t  
c h a p te r  p re p a re s  fo r th is  n a rra tiv e  teleology b y  in sc rib in g  a  memory not 
of b lack  boy b u t of R ichard  W right, r e tu rn e d  to M ississippi, v is itin g  h is 
f a th e r .  George Kent comments, p e rh a p s  on th e  b asis  of th is  mem ory's 
d e sc r ip tio n , th a t  th e  fa th e r  is  "a z e ro ,” th u s  b u ild in g  on W right's 
p re c e d e n t of re fu s in g  to ind iv idua te  h is fa th e r  (20 ). B u t th e  fa th e r  is not 
a  z e ro : he  is  r a th e r  the  b ru te  e a r th  person ified  in  th e  mind of th e  ad u lt 
W right d is tan ced  ir re tr ie v a b ly  from fa th e r /S o u th  b y  tw en ty -fiv e  y e a rs  of 
"sca ld ing  ex p erien ces"  (42) . W right's recollection of h is sh a re c ro p p e r  
fa th e r  is  te lling : "I stood  befo re  him po ised , my mind ach in g  a s  i t  
em braced th e  simple n ak ed n ess of h is life , fee ling  how com pletely h is soul 
was im prisoned  b y  th e  slow flow of th e  se a so n s , b y  wind an d  ra in  and  
s u n , how fa s ten e d  w ere h is memories to  a  c ru d e  an d  raw  p a s t ,  how 
chained  w ere h is actions and  emotions to th e  d ire c t, anim alistic im pulses of 
h is  w ith e rin g  b o d y . . (43 ). T he n a r ra to r  r e g is te r s  h is p ity  and
fo rg iv en e ss  fo r  th is  anim alistic because  m indless "b lack  p e a s a n t ."  T he 
same p ity  and  fo rg iv en ess  he likewise ex ten d s to h is  sim ilarly  b ru ta liz e d  
p e e r s ,  whose m indlessness he cannot sh a re  (115). With th e  o b jec tiv ity  of 
godlike "know ing" W right d is tan ces and  d iffe ren tia te s  him self from  a 
fa th e r  an d  environm ent d isp o ssessed  of know ledge o r  c u rio s ity  (42 ).
T he m ind 's a scen t th en  is made possib le  b y  th e  d en ig ra tio n  of th e  
fa th e r /b o d y , who is  not a  "ze ro ,"  b u t who equals  zero—a gap o r  absence
in  th e  n a rra tiv e  logic. In popu lar critical ja rg o n , th e  fa th e r  is  the  O ther 
in  th is  n a rra tiv e , which a lte rn a tes  betw een ch arac te riz in g  him as a 
" s tr a n g e r” to  his son ("we w ere fo rev e r s tra n g e rs ” ) and  as an  u n rea l, 
nonrela tion  ("'Y ou m ust rem em ber th a t you have no f a th e r , '” R ich ard 's  
m other te lls him [40, 4 2 ]) . The absence of th e  fa th e r , th e n , c re a te s  a 
space fo r  Wright to w rite  himself in to  h is to ry /to  w rite  h is own h is to ry . As 
a  son w ithout a  fa th e r , he is illegitim ate; sim ilarly, he is an  illegitim ate 
son of th e  South. D enying the  p a te rn a l/reg io n a l inheritance  perm its 
W right to fa th e r  him self and  so assum e the  ro le of a  free  agen t who may 
come b y  h is  own means to legitim ate himself as a  se lf-w ritin g  a u th o r . 
C anceling the  biological rela tionship  to his environm ent th ro u g h  th e  
a b sen t body of his fa th e r  enables W right to open th e  q u estio n , otherw ise 
p rec luded  b y  his n a tu ra lis t philosophy, "T hen , how could I change my 
re la tionsh ip  to my environm ent?" (219).
T he n ex t g roup  of fa th e rs  invoked and  y e t b y p assed  b y  th e  
n a rra tiv e  of Black Boy provided  a  b lu ep rin t fo r answ ering  th is  q uestion . 
T hese fa th e rs  a re  the  w rite rs  of slave n a rra t iv e s , whose p a th  to  an  
a lte re d  re la tionsh ip  to th e  South was the  acquisition  of lite ra c y . F ab re , 
fo r one , acknow ledges W right’s deb t to the  A fro-A m erican valorization  of 
lite ra c y . F abre  contends th a t in  Black Boy W right "responded  to  the  
b lack  trad itio n  in  which in te g rity  and freedom  m ust be  won th ro u g h  fligh t 
to  th e  N orth  and th e  acquistion  of l ite ra c y ." 9 S uppo rting  a  p e rsp ec tiv e  
em phasizing W right's d eb t to these  fa th e rs  is the  fac t th a t th e  n a r ra to r  of 
Black Boy continually  accen ts  b lack boy 's sen sitiv ity  to , in te re s t  in , and 
fac ility  w ith language. In  fac t, one deep source of pa thos in  th e  f i r s t  
c h a p te r  is  the  dem onstration of how b lack  b o y 's  environm ent stym ies o r
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w arps th is  linguistic  facility . The n a rra to r  recoun ts how black boy is 
delayed from s ta r tin g  school and then  p reven ted  from a tten d in g  in  
consecutive y e a rs ; how, when in school, he is paralyzed  w ith se lf- 
consciousness and  cannot w rite; and how what he learns and rep ro d u ces 
a re  vu lgarities th a t his p ee rs  pass on to him. On the la s t sco re , cu ssin g , 
o r th e  "m isappropriation of language" as Valerie Smith term s i t ,  
re p re se n ts  a re c u rre n t motif in the  n a rra tiv e  (72). At d ifferen t times 
R ichard ou trages m other, grandm other, and uncle w ith his fo u r- le tte r  
w ords. In a  pecu liar way, anecdotes where R ichard cusses se rv e  to 
undersco re  bo th  his verbal boldness and his social d eg rad a tio n . With a 
certa in  bravado mixed with sym pathy, fo r in stance , the  n a rra to r  
rep re se n ts  the  fledgling au th o r hustling  down th e  s tre e t w ith a  piece of 
soap w riting  fo u r- le tte r  words on nearly  all the  windows he p asses (32).
But R ichard , as th is  eloquent n a rra tiv e  te s tif ie s , has also m astered  
the  " rig h t ways" of speak ing  and w riting . I shall re tu rn  to th is  po in t in  
d iscussing  W right's s trad d lin g  of two cu ltu res  in the  f i r s t  in q u iry 's  
rapprochem ent betw een Wright and S a rtre . Notably,, "to m aster w ords" is 
W right's acknowledged pu rpose  in life; and  "m aster" is th e  word Ralph 
Ellison used  in  review ing Black Boy to su g g est how the  tex t e ffects th e  
experiences it  r e p re s e n ts .10 His slow s ta r t  no tw ithstand ing , b lack boy 
excels in  school to th e  ex ten t of being  bored with h is s tu d ie s . His 
boredom and h is re s tle ss  questioning  to g e th er su g g est th a t th e  
acquisition of lite racy  is not enough fo r R ichard . What counts is  w hat one 
does w ith language; what m atters a re  the  meanings one seeks th ro u g h  
language. C ritics like Fabre  and Stepto who attem pt to place Black Boy 
on a continuum  of Afro-Am erican w riting  "founded b y  slave n a rra tiv e s"
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overlook th e  specia l p ragm atics of language ad v o ca ted  b y  th e  n a r r a to r  
(S te p to  65 ). In  o th e r  w o rd s , th e y  overlook w hat H arold Bloom in  T h e  
A n x ie ty  of In fluence  has called th e  "m isprision" w ith w hich W right re a d s  
h is  en slav ed  fathers*  life s to r ie s . W hereas th e  slave  n a r ra t iv e  r e p re s e n ts  
an d  d em o n stra tes  th e  use  of lite racy  to legitim ate oneself w ith in  so c ie ty , 
B lack Boy r e p re s e n ts  an d  advocates u se s  of language  b y  w hich one 
leg itim ates o n ese lf a p a r t  from  s o c ie ty .11
C om paring th e  way in  w hich th e  them e of "w ritin g  a p a s s  fo r  
oneself"  is  tr e a te d  in  B lack Boy and  in  F re d e ric k  D oug lass 's  N a rra tiv e  of 
th e  Life of F re d e ric k  D ouglass, an  Am erican S lav e , re sp e c tiv e ly , shou ld  
c la rify  th is  p o in t. In  c h a p te r  s ix  of N a rra tiv e , D ouglass re c o rd s  th e  
p rin c ip a l rev e la tio n  of th e  n a rra t iv e :  th a t  " th e  pa thw ay  from  s la v e ry  to  
freedom " was to  le a rn  to  re a d  an d  w rite . In  c h a p te r  te n ,  a f te r  F re d e ric k  
e ffe c ts  h is tran sfo rm atio n  from b ru te  to man b y  f ig h tin g  th e  b ru ta l  M r. 
C ovey , he b e g in s  a  S ab b a th  school an d  teach es h is  fellow s lav es  to re a d  
"because  it w as th e  d e lig h t of my sou l to  b e  do ing  som eth ing  th a t  looked 
like th e  b e t te r in g  of my race"  (121). T h e n , de te rm in in g  to ru n  aw ay w ith  
a  com pany of o th e r  s la v e s , F re d e ric k  w rites  se v e ra l "p ro tec tio n s"  o r  
p a sse s  on w hich he  fo rg es  h is  m as te r 's  name (125). T he  ploy  fa ils—it  is  
on ly  bo rrow ed  legitim acy—and  th e  g ro u p  is  ja iled  a n d /o r  d isp e rse d . B u t 
ev en tu a lly  F re d e ric k  does w rite  h is  p a s s ,  th e  N a rra tiv e , whose 
conclud ing  s ig n s  a re  th e  name of i ts  a u th o r  and  th e  d a te  of th e  s ig n a tu r e . 
T h ese  s ig n s  m ean, in  th e  w ords of th e  n a r r a t iv e ,  "I su b s c r ib e  m yself": 
th e  "I" has becom e g en era lly  a u th o rized  in  and  th ro u g h  lan g u ag e  an d  
th ro u g h  th e  p u b lic  c ircu la tio n  of a  n a rra tiv e  fu lfillin g  th e  a u th o riz in g  
c o n v en tio n s .
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From W rig h ts  p e rsp ec tiv e  of Black B oy , D ouglass's de fe ren ce  to 
legitim acy th ro u g h  th is  se lf-in sc rip tio n  en ta ils  a  loss o r  eclipse  of 
in d iv id u a lity . Within th e  rh e to rica l economy of se lf -fa th e r in g  fic tio n s , 
ach iev ing  ind iv idua lity  tra n sc e n d s  in  value th e  legitim izing e ffec t of 
lite ra c y . Black Boy has (a t lea s t)  two anecdotes b e a rin g  on th e  them e of 
w ritin g  a  p a ss  fo r  oneself. T he f i r s t  of th e se  s to rie s  re g is te r s  th e  
a u th o r 's  im patience w ith th e  a b su rd  u ses  of th e  s ig n a tu re 's  legitim acy. In  
th is  an ecd o te , young  R ichard  dream s of a  le t te r  from th e  U nited S ta tes  
governm ent which would v e rify  h is g ra n d fa th e r 's  claim to  a pension  long 
w ithheld  from him. T he old man, a w ounded Civil War v e te ra n , n e v e r 
received  h is pension  because  th e  w hite o fficer who filled  out h is p a p e r  had  
m isspelled h is name. H ypothesizing  th a t "G randpa 's  so u th e rn  accen t and  
his illite rac y  made him m ispronounce h is own nam e," R ichard  re a d s  h is 
su llen  an d  s ilen t g ra n d fa th e r  each  rea l le t te r  of re jection  from th e  
governm en t, w hich re sp o n d s  to  a  p lea th a t one of h is f r ie n d s  w rites  fo r  
him (153). And th e  n a r ra to r  com m ents, "Like *K' of K afka's novel, T he 
C astle , he tr ie d  d e sp e ra te ly  to  p e rsu ad e  th e  a u th o rite s  of h is tru e  
id e n tity  r ig h t  up  to th e  day  of h is d e a th , and  failed" (154). The a llusion  
to th e  a b s u rd is t  s tru g g le  fo r  legitim ation th ro u g h  legal channels su g g e s ts  
th a t  W right’s concern  is less w ith th e  evils of illite racy  th a n  w ith th e  
flim siness of th e  legitim acy w hich rew ard s  lite racy  p e r  s e .
T he o th e r  p a ss -w ritin g  anecdote  does no t involve a p a s s , s t r ic t ly  
sp eak in g , b u t th e  speech  w hich R ichard  will give as he g ra d u a te s  from  
school. T he n a r ra to r  rec o u n ts  h is conflict w ith th e  school p rin c ip a l, who 
in s is ts  th a t  R ichard  r e a d , not th e  speech  he  has p re p a re d  and  memorized 
him self, b u t  r a th e r  a speech  w ritte n  b y  th e  p rin c ip a l h im self. In  th e
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re c re a te d  d ia logue , R ichard 's  speech  becomes a  symbol of se lf-a u th o riz in g  
se lf -e x p re s s io n .
"We've n e v e r had a  boy  in  th is  school like you  b e fo re ,"  he 
sa id . "Y ou've had  y o u r way a ro u n d  h e re . J u s t  how you m anaged 
to do i t ,  I d o n 't know. B u t, lis te n , take  th is  sp eech  an d  sa y  i t .  I 
know w h a t's  b e s t fo r  you . You c a n 't  a ffo rd  to ju s t  say  a n y th in g  
befo re  those  white people th a t  n ig h t. . . . I 'v e  been  a  p rin c ip a l fo r  
more y e a rs  th an  you a re  old , b o y . I 'v e  seen  m any a  boy a n d  g irl 
g rad u a te  from  th is  school, an d  none of them  was too p ro u d  to  rec ite  
a sp eech  I w rote fo r  them ."
I had  to make u p  my mind qu ick ly ; I was faced  w ith  a m atte r 
of p rin c ip le . I w anted to g ra d u a te , b u t I d id  no t w ant to make a 
pub lic  sp eech  th a t was not my own.
"P ro fe sso r, I'm going to say  my own sp eech  th a t  n ig h t ,"  I
sa id .
He grew  a n g ry .
"Y ou 're  ju s t  a  y o u n g , ho theaded  foo l,"  he sa id . He toyed  
w ith a  pencil and  looked up  a t me. "Suppose you d o n 't g rad u a te?"  
(193-194; W right's em phasis)
At th is  po in t in  th e  n a rra tiv e , of co u rse , th e  re a d e r  ex p ec ts  th a t  R ichard
will de fy  th is  "bough t" man and  p re s e n t  h is own sp eech  a t g rad u a tio n
(195). T he hero ic  au tho ria l p o s tu re  th is  s tru g g lin g  se v e n te e n -y e a r-o ld
b lack  boy assum es has been  p re p a re d  fo r  b y  th e  accen t on th e  v e ry
p e rso n a l an d  fee ling  sa tis fac tion  R ichard  tak e s  in  u s in g  w o rd s . In
d e sc rib in g  th is  e n co u n te r w ith th e  p rin c ip a l, th e  n a r ra to r  s ta te s ,  "I fe lt  I
h ad  b een  dealing  w ith som ething unc lean"—th e  same ad jec tive  he  u se d  to
d e sc rib e  h is m eeting w ith his fa th e r  in  c h ap te r one. The p rin c ip a l an d
th e  v e rs io n  of lite racy  he re p re se n ts  m ust be  denied  ju s t  a s  h is fa th e r  had
b een  den ied . T he question  of "who is  speak ing" is of p reem inen t
im portance fo r  W right as a  p u re  m atter of "p rincip le"  d is tin c t from  th e
legal p rin c ip le  of legitim acy gu id ing  F red e rick  D ouglass’s accoun t of
him self. L ite racy , W right m ight have to ld  D ouglass in  1937, is  a
n e c e ssa ry  b u t  no t a  su ffic ien t cause  of ind iv idual freedom .
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T he outcome of th is  s tru g g le  betw een  th e  na tive  son and  th e  slave 
n a rra t iv e  trad itio n  b e a rs  on th e  issu e  of th e  book 's conflic ting  p u rp o s e s .
I have ind icated  th a t c ritic s  like George Kent view th e  book as a  
re p re se n ta tiv e  account of th e  "problem  of liv ing  as a N egro" (181) as well 
a s  a  d e sc rip tiv e  accoun t of a  p a rtic u la r  b lack  b o y 's  tra je c to ry  tow ards 
a u th o rsh ip . W right's m isprision of th e  A fro-A m erican valo riza tion  of 
lite ra c y  in  th e  n a rra tiv e  tip s  the  balance tow ards th e  la t te r  p ro ce ss  of 
se lf-au th o riza tio n . This p ro cess  conditions th e  n a rra t iv e  teleology 
tow ards W right's l i te ra ry  a u th o riza tio n , which is  also th e  te x tu a l end  of 
B lack B oy . The final se t of fa th e rs  th e  n a r ra to r  invokes—d ire c tly  in  th is  
c ase—a re  h is acknow ledged lite ra ry  p ro g e n ito rs , and  th e y  a re  co llectively  
w h ite . Iron ica lly , th e  outcome of R ich a rd 's  s tru g g le  w ith th e se  f a th e r s ,  a 
com paratively  ben ign  s tru g g le , will re s to re  to th e  n a rra t iv e  i ts  balance 
betw een  b e in g  a re p re se n ta tiv e  and  a p a rtic u la riz in g  a c c o u n t. For the  
a u th o rsh ip  in to  which R ichard  e n te rs  as a  re s u lt  of h is re a d in g  e n co u n te rs  
w ith  M encken, D re ise r, T u rg en ev  and  th e  r e s t  se rv e s  to  re in tro d u c e  in  a 
s tre n g th e n e d  v e rs io n  th e  question  of th e  equivalence betw een  R ichard  
W right and  b lack  boy—th e  question : "w hence th e  a u th o r ity  of R ichard  
W right?"
T he im portan t th ir te e n th  c h ap te r  of Black Boy beg in s w ith  th e  
n a r r a to r 's  account of how R ichard  stum bles onto th e  name of H. L.
M encken. R eading a  vehem ent denunciation  of M encken in  th e  Memphis 
Commercial A ppeal, R ichard  is in tr ig u e d  b y  th is  m an, who "m ust be  
ad v o ca tin g  ideas th e  South  did  no t like" (267). R ich a rd 's  q u a rre l  w ith 
th e  S ou th—black  an d  w hite—has dram atically  in ten sified  b y  th is  po in t in  
th e  n a r r a t iv e ; he is v ir tu a lly  alone w ith h is th o u g h ts  of d isco n ten t and
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rebellion . A m isfit in h is g randm other's  s tr ic tly  relig ious home, he has
left it  w ith  th e  aid of sto len  money and goods, ho rrified  b y  th e  v e ry
n ecess ity  of his crim es, b u t determ ined n ev erth e less  to make som ething of
h is life (227). He has a lready  been d riven  out of one 'op tical com pany, in
Jackson , b y  two te rro riz in g  white employees th e re . Feeling like a  "non-
man" (267), he  heads to Memphis en rou te  n o r th , hoping  to escape  to ta l
en trapm en t b y  so u th e rn  racism . But in the  Memphis optical company
w here he finds w ork , white employees provoke R ichard  and  H arrison ,
an o th e r b lack w orker, to f ig h t one an o th e r fo r the  w hite m en's
en te rta in m en t. And th e  two black boys figh t:
O ur p lans and prom ises [to re s is t  the  w hite men] now m eant 
n o th ing . We fough t fo u r hard  ro u n d s , s ta b b in g , s lu g g in g , 
g ru n tin g , sp ittin g , c u rs in g , c ry in g , b leed ing . The shame and 
a n g e r  we fe lt fo r hav ing  allowed ourse lves to be  duped  c re p t in to  
o u r blows and  blood ran  in to  o u r ey es , ha lf b lind ing  u s ,  The hate  
we fe lt fo r th e  men whom we had tr ied  to cheat w ent in to  th e  blows 
we th rew  a t  each o th e r .
A fte r th e  w hite men pull them a p a r t ,  th e  n a rra to r  reco llec ts ,
I could no t look a t H arrison . I ha ted  him and  I ha ted  m yself. . . .
I fe lt th a t I had  done som ething unclean , som ething fo r  which I 
could n ev er p ro p erly  atone (265-266).
T his f ig h t is  th e  immediate p reface  to R ichard 's  d iscovery  of Mencken
a n d , th ro u g h  M encken, th e  world of m odern American cu ltu ra l criticism
and fic tion . T his h a tre d  of th e  South—black and  w hite—and  its  co n stan t
deform ation of h is pe rsonality  is th e  immediate backdrop  to R ichard 's
w onder abou t "people o th er th an  N egroes who critic ized  th e  South" (267).
A no ther p a ss  is su b seq u en tly  fo rged : th is  tim e, R ichard  w rites a
note w hich allows him to borrow  books from th e  lib ra ry  on th e  c a rd  of Mr.
Falk , an  Irishm an a t the  optical company. What he w ishes to  s tea l is
c u ltu ra l lite ra c y . He em barks on a  journey  of re a d in g s , and  th e  n a rra to r
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lis ts  some f if ty  names of a u th o rs—Am erican, F ren ch , German, R ussian ; 
p o e ts , ph ilo sophers , novelists—who, we a re  to assum e from th e  
com pressed re fe ren c e , R ichard will in v estig a te  in the  coming m o n th s .12 
The com pression and im pressionistic in ten sity  charac te riz in g  th is 
recap itu la tion  of his read ings su g g es ts  th a t what tra n sp ire s  is no th ing  
less th an  a Joycean ep iphany . His read ings cause th e  "im pulse to d ream ," 
which "had been  slowly beaten  out of me b y  ex p erien ce ,"  to su rg e  up  
again (272). In sp ired  in  th is w ay, he w rites , "I h u n g e red  fo r books, new 
ways of looking and  see ing . I t  was not a m atter of believ ing  or 
d isbeliev ing  w hat I re a d , b u t of feeling  som ething new , of be ing  a ffec ted  
by  som ething th a t made th e  look of th e  world d iffe ren t"  (272-273).
In  th is  w ay, th e  n a rra to r  explains th e  p ro fits  of read in g  fo r th e  
nascen t a u th o r. Reading opens up  to R ichard 's  dorm ant im agination a 
renew al of feeling  fo r  life 's p o ss ib ilitie s . He says th a t w hat he derived  
from novels like D re ise r 's  S is te r C arrie  "was no th ing  less th an  a  sen se  of 
life itself"  (274). And as re g a rd s  his own novels he will s a y , in  American 
H u n g er, th a t he w ishes to "d ren ch  th e  rea d e r w ith a  sense  of a new 
world" (22) . An unm ediated sense  of life? On th is  score  W right is  
am biguous. On th e  one h an d , he learns from his read in g  th a t i t  is 
possib le  to u se  "w ords as a weapon" (272) . The b o y /n a r ra to r  a sk s ,
"T hen , m aybe, p e rh a p s , I could u se  them  as  a weapon?" (272) On th e  
o th e r  h an d , th e  n a rra tiv e  rep ea ts  how "books . . . opened up  new 
avenues of feeling  and  se e in g ," and  in  th is  way su g g e s ts  th a t h is new 
sense  of life is  coincident w ith feelings and p e rsp ec tiv e  (2 7 5 ).13 T his 
po in t co rrobo ra tes th e  n a rra to r 's  earlie r comments on b lack  b o y 's  you th fu l 
fan ta s ie s . While orig inally  a  response  to th e  th re a t of th e  "white m ob,"
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R ichard  s a y s , "My fan tasies were a  moral bulw ark  th a t enabled  me to feel I 
was keep ing  my emotional in te g r ity  whole, a  su p p o rt th a t enabled  my 
p e rso n a lity  to limp th ro u g h  days lived u n d e r th e  th re a t  of violence" (84). 
However, th e  s ta tu s  of these  fan tasies su b seq u en tly  a lte re d . T hey 
became " p a r t  of my liv ing , of my emotional life; th ey  w ere a  c u ltu re , a 
c re ed , a  religion" (84). Given, th e n , the  connection betw een fan tasies  
and  em otions, and  feelings and read in g , th e  n a rra tiv e  su g g e s ts  th a t  fa r  
from in v es tin g  W right w ith o th e rs ’ sense  of life , read in g  consolidated in  
him an  emotional need "to live b y  my own feelings and  th o u g h ts"  (276).
B ut which a re  h is own; how to s if t out the  South from th is  conflicted if 
in s is te n tly  ind iv iduated  personality?
T he n a rra to r  himself ask s som ething like th is  question  w hen, a t  th e  
n a rra tiv e 's  e n d , he  rum ina tes , "as I had lived in th e  South  I had not had 
th e  chance to lea rn  who I was" (284). "Deep dow n," he  sa y s , "I knew 
th a t I could n ev er rea lly  leave the  South , fo r my feelings had a lread y  
been  form ed b y  th e  South" (284). Reading his white l ite ra ry  fa th e rs  also 
cast him down, fo rc ing  upon him the  b itte r  realization  th a t  "v as t 
ignorance" a tten d ed  h is "Jim Crow sta tion  in  life" (274). B ut a t  th e  same 
time he a s s e r ts ,  "Well, th e  South had n ev er known me—n e v e r known w hat 
I th o u g h t, w hat I felt"  (273). The question  becomes how to in te rp re t  
W right's paradox  in  cen te rin g  himself as th e  a u th o r of him self, w ith  all of 
h is d isc re te  fee lings, while a lluding  fa ta listica lly  to th e  shap ing  e ffec ts  of 
th e  South  on h is p e rsp ec tiv e . T his question  is a varia tion  of th e  question  
I began  w ith: th a t of th e  rela tionsh ip  betw een b lack  boy and  R ichard  
W right.
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The la s t fiction of se lf-fa th e rin g  d iscussed  re s itu a te s  th e  question  
in  em phasizing th e  place of f ic tio n -w ritin g , of th is  w ritin g , in  the  
transfo rm ation  from black boy to  R ichard  W right. The te x t itse lf  b e a rs  
w itness to th is  transform ation  a t  a s ty lis tic  level. And it a rg u es fo r  th is  
transfo rm ation  a t th e  level of p lo t: each anecdote co n trib u tes  ano ther 
cause to th e  etiological fab ric  of th e  n a r ra t iv e . B ut th e  n a rra tiv e  voice 
also questions th is  transfo rm ation , su g g estin g  its  incom pleteness, and  
su sp en d in g  th e  paradox  of the  ’’b lack s e l f ," and  th e  even  g re a te r  paradox  
of the  "black a u th o r ,"  over the  en tire  n a r r a t iv e .1* S elf-au thorization  
th ro u g h  a u th o rsh ip , it  seem s, is  th e  only ro u te  to freedom  fo r  th is  b lack 
boy; and  y e t ,  th e  p e rs is ten c e  of d iffuse  and multiple o rig in s , d esp ite  th e  
fic tions of s e lf-fa th e r in g , o b scu res the  boundaries of th e  "self" in  th e  
p h ra se  "se lf-au th o riza tio n ."  W ritten from the  po in t of view of a  de facto 
famous American a u th o r , Black Boy might be said  to  p reem ptively  s tr ik e  
down w hatever questions i t  ra ises  abou t th e  au th o rity  of its  n a r r a to r .15 
And y e t ,  th is  is p rec ise ly  w hat th e  n a rra tiv e  m ilitates ag a in st: a  too easy  
accep tance of w hat co n stitu tes  ind iv idual autonom y, and  b y  ex tension , 
a u th o rsh ip , p a rticu la rly  when th e  a u th o r in  question  is  a  b lack  Am erican. 
Having effectively  equated  h is fa th e r  w ith p u re  e a r th , W right r isk s  
'u n e a rth in g ' him self b y  revea ling  th e  fiction of his id en tity  as p u re  
"m ind," th e  id en tity  which f i r s t  helped him u n fe tte r  him self from th e  
b ru ta liz in g  e ffec ts  of h is environm ent. The p ro cess  of se lf-au tho riza tion  
in  Black Boy th u s  coincides w ith fiction-m aking; and  i t  is  belied as th e  
seams of i ts  fic tions m anifest them selves in th e  te x t’s num erous q u estio n s .
T h u s , while th e  n a rra tiv e  a rg u e s  fo r th e  se lf-c rea tio n  of i ts  a u th o r , 
who o r  w hat au th o rizes  R ichard  W right rem ains a  question  th a t  Black Boy
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poses w ithout answ ering . And th is  au thobiographical s ta te  of a ffa irs
reso n a tes  w ith the  philosophy of life th e  a u th o r a rticu la te s  midway
th ro u g h  th e  novel:
A t th e  age  of tw elve, before I had had one full y e a r  of formal 
schooling, I had a conception of life th a t no experience  would e v e r  
e ra se , a  p red ilec tion  fo r w hat was rea l th a t no argum ent would e v e r  
g a in say , a  sen se  of th e  world th a t was mine and  mine alone, a  notion 
as to w hat life meant th a t no education  would e v e r a lte r ,  a 
conviction th a t th e  meaning of liv ing  came only w hen one was 
s tru g g lin g  to w ring  a  meaning out of m eaningless su ffe rin g  (112).
In  a  s tr ik in g  w ay, W right's pu ta tive ly  indiv idual ("mine and  mine alone")
sen se  of th e  world para lle ls h is se lf-au th o riz in g  fiction-m aking in  Black
B oy. J u s t  as he s tru g g le s  to compose m eanings out of m eaninglessness,
he s tru g g le s  to  au tho rize  a  se lf out of no th ing . One m ight be  tem pted to
a rg u e , on th e  basis of the  power of th e  n a rra tiv e , th a t w hat m eaning
W right achieves in  th e  p rocess of se lf-au tho riza tion  in  Black Boy redeem s
(o r "m asters" as Ellison said) th e  experiences of th e  boy in sc rib e d . B ut
does th is  f ig u ra l pow er co n stitu te  th e  au th o rity  in  question  everyw here  in
th e  tex t?  What k ind  of au th o rsh ip  re su lts  when au th o rity  is  fictionally
in sc rib ed  b y  and  fo r  a b lack  boy? T h is , ultim ately, is  the
au thob iograph ical challenge Black Boy m akes.
II Jean -P au l S a r tre —An A uthor Among Men
S a r tre 's  1948 essay  "What Is  L ite ra tu re?"  considers R ichard  
W right's vocation as a  w rite r  in  th e  section  en titled  'F or Whom Does One 
W rite?' T h is m editation follows S a r tre 's  a rgum ent fo r th e  w r ite r 's  ro le as 
"m ediator" in  society : while "freedom  is a t  th e  o rig in" of a  w r ite r 's  choice 
to be  a  w rite r , th e  w rite r  necessa rily , accord ing  to  S a r tre , becomes 
in v es ted  w ith a  "social function" (77). As a  re s u lt  of th is  function  th e
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public  " in te rv en es w ith i ts  conception of society  and  of l i te ra tu re  w ithin
it"  (77). B ut su ch  a  neat system  of exchange betw een w rite r  and  public
becomes complicated when th e  w rite r  does not sq u a re  w ith th e  public
conception of l i te ra tu re . And S a rtre  considers how R ichard  W right, b y
v ir tu e  of his op p ressed  s ta tu s  as a  so u th e rn  American N egro, immediately
d iscovers his l ite ra ry  sub ject w ithin h is complex re la tionsh ip  to  his
soc ie ty . W right’s  w ritin g , he sa y s , re fe rs  to two co n tex ts  and  has a  sp lit
p u b lic : cu ltivated  N egroes of th e  N orth  and  white Am ericans of goodwill
(78-79). Without know ing any  of th ese  g ro u p s of people, Wright
"im plicates" them , se ttin g  up  u np red ic tab le  resonances "in  th e ir  minds"
concern ing  p rec ise ly  the  dual social function  of a  b lack a u th o r in  America
in  th e  1940s (78). S a r tre  th u s  p rov ides fo r a read in g  of Black Boy like
my own, which accen ts  not the  creation  of an  ah is to rica l se lf b u t th e
com ing-to-be in  h is to ry  of an  a u th o r. But S a r tre  n e v e r questions
W right's d esire  to be an a u th o r as he will, in  T he W ords, question  h is own
au th o ria l d e s ire . He accep ts , in  th is  e ssa y , W right's freedom  (autonom y)
in  coming to be a  w rite r , and  W right's freedom  (s itu a ted n e ss ) in  w riting
from his position in  social h is to ry .
In "What Is L ite ra tu re?"  and  "In tro d u c in g  Les Temps M odernes"
(1945), S a rtre  shows himself to be  generally  uncritica l of th e  decision to
be  a  w rite r  b u t didactically  critica l of th e  role of th e  w rite r . T hese  e ssay s
designate  th is  ro le in  the  program  of "lit te ra tu re  en g ag ee ,"  o r committed
w ritin g , w hich th ey  lay  ou t:
[F ]o r u s ,  w riting  is an  e n te rp r ise ; since w rite rs  a re  alive befo re  
b e in g  d e a d ; since we th in k  th a t we m ust t r y  to  be  a s  r ig h t as we 
can  in  o u r books; and  since , even if a fte rw ard s  th e  cen tu rie s  show 
u s to be in  th e  w rong , th is  is no reason  why th e y  should  p rove u s 
w rong in  advance; since we th in k  th a t  th e  w rite r  should commit 
him self completely in  h is w orks, and  no t in  an  ab jectly  p assiv e  role
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b y  p u ttin g  forw ard  his v ice s , h is m isfo rtunes, and  h is w eaknesses, 
b u t  as a reso lu te  will and as a  choice, a s  th is  to tal e n te rp r is e  of 
liv ing  th a t each one of u s  is , it is th en  p ro p e r  th a t we take  up  th is  
problem  a t i ts  beg inn ing  and  th a t we, in  o u r tu rn ,  a sk  ou rse lves: 
"Why does one write?" (46-47)
C erta in  them es in  the  above descrip tion  of th e  " e n te rp rise  of 
w riting" re c u r  th ro u g h o u t the  essays composing "What is  L ite ra tu re?"  
includ ing : the  idea list belief in w riting  as a  human a c t w hich, as th e  nex t 
section  ("Why W rite?") exp la ins, is done fo r o th e r s ;16 th e  em phasis on 
d isclosing  the  p re s e n t th ro u g h  w riting  and  thus engag ing  w ith the  
rea lities  of life ra th e r  than  courting  th e  immortal g lo ry  of th e  dead; and 
th e  idea th a t w ords make books while m isfortunes rem ain a p a r t  of life 
w hich th e  w rite r  b rie fly  tran scen d s  in  an  e ffo rt to disclose them to 
r e a d e r s . 17 One key  idea in trin s ic  to the  program  of l it te ra tu re  engagee 
not no ted  in  th e  above passage  is  th a t w riting  changes th e  w orld . T he 
call fo r change connects with th e  need fo r w riting  fo r th e  p re s e n t , w here 
th e  w rite r  is s itu a ted : "to w rite fo r one’s  age . . .  is  to w ant to m aintain it 
o r change i t ,  th u s  to go beyond it tow ard th e  [n ea r] fu tu re ,  and  it is  th is  
e ffo rt to  change it th a t p laces u s  most deeply w ith in  it"  ("What Is" 243). 
The changes th a t th e  w rite r devotes him self to  a re  specific a sp ec ts  of th e  
world signaled  b y  p a rtic u la r  e v e n ts , concrete  s itu a tio n s , to which th e  
w rite r  app lies his " g if t ."  "G ift,"  in d eed , is  an  opera tive  w ord th ro u g h o u t 
"What Is  L ite ra tu re?"  In  " the  ceremony of th e  g if t ,"  "a p ac t of g en ero sity  
is es tab lish ed  betw een the re a d e r  and th e  au th o r"  in  w hich: 1) th e  w rite r  
appeals to th e  re a d e r ’s freedom  to collaborate in  th e  p roduction  of th e  
w ork , 2) th e  re a d e r  recognizes the  w rite r 's  c rea tive  freedom , and  3) th e  
w rite r  d iscloses th e  world and  o ffers i t  "as a  ta sk  to the  g en ero sity  of th e  
read e r"  ("What Is" 54, 58, 60, 65). In  th e  case of a  w rite r  like R ichard
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W right, such  an  in te rsu b  jective pact is  problem stized to the  ex ten t th a t
the  public is  dual and  limited by  prejudice ag a in st the  w rite r 's  c reative
freedom . B ut according to S a rtre , the  w rite r in his autonomy is
u n p e rtu rb e d . The most any  w rite r has to fe a r , accord ing  to these
e ssa y s , is th e  tem ptation of irresponsib ility  to which his (presum ably)
m iddle-class orig ins expose him .18
The last comment suggests  S a rtre 's  agg ression  ag a in st his
bourgeois personal h isto ry  in composing these  e ssay s . Indeed , "What is
L itera tu re?" could well be considered an example of S a rtre  w riting  against
him self, a  tendency which he explains in his au thobiography  The W ords:
I t 's  tru e  th a t I'm not a g ifted  w rite r. I 've  been told so , I 'v e  been 
called labored. So I am; my books reek  of sweat and  e ffo rt; I g ra n t 
th a t they  stin k  in the  nostrils  of our a r is to c ra ts . I 'v e  often  w ritten  
them against myself, which means against ev erybody , w ith an  
in ten tn ess  of mind tha t has ended by  becoming h igh  blood p re s su re  
(163-164).19
In m apping out a social program  fo r a u th o rs , "What Is L itera tu re?" 
repud ia tes a  bourgeois complacency with the  autonomous in te g rity  of the  
individual (white man) ap a rt from society and devalues the  decadent or 
"realistic" lite ra tu re  w ritten  by  w riters  guilty  of th is  com placency.20 To 
the  e x te n t th a t S a rtre  had been such  a  man (or child) fo rm erly , "What Is 
L itera tu re?" villifies its  au th o r. But it  also su g g ests  a conversion in  
which S a rtre  emerged from his bourgeois cocoon as a  w rite r w ith a  social 
conscience a n d , specifically, a consciousness of class from which the  
bourgeois system atically exempt them selves.21 A ccording to S a r tre ,
Wright came to his vocation with such  a consciousness; b u t w hat of S a rtre  
himself? The essays do not say . But th e ir  p resc rip tiv e  optimism th a t a 
w rite r might sh ru g  off his his bourgeois h is to ry  contains w ithin i t  the  
a u th o r 's  condemnation of his own p a s t.
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B egun ab o u t s ix  y e a rs  a f te r  th e  pub lica tion  of "What is L ite ra tu re ? "  
an d  n ine  y e a rs  a f te r  th e  in au g u ra l e ssa y  of Les Tem ps M odernes, T he 
W ords d ire c tly  e la b o ra te s  th e  condem nation of i ts  a u th o r ’s p a s t  a n d  p o s its  
h is  co nversion  from  i t . T h is e labo ra tion  in d ica te s  one rea so n  fo r  re a d in g  
T he  W ords from  th e  p u rv iew  of th e  1940s e s sa y s ; th e re  a re  o th e r  re a so n s . 
Some of th e  ch ie f concerns o f S a r t r e 's  p rog ram  fo r  l i t te r a tu re  engag6e  
make th e ir  w ay in to  h is  a u th o b io g rap h y , w here  S a r tr e  c o n fro n ts  them  
w ith in  th e  c o n te x t of h is p e rso n a l h is to ry : among them , th e  d e s ire  fo r  
a u th o ria l fame an d  im m ortality , th e  re jec tio n  of a  fu tu r is t ic  a t t i tu d e ,  th e  
cerem ony of th e  g if t ,  a n d  th e  s in c e r ity  of th e  w r i te r ’s ac tions v is -a -v is  
h is  p u b lic . E arly  c r it ic s  of T he W ords a rg u e  th a t  th e  au to b io g rap h y  
w itn esse s  th e  "fa ilu re"  o f committed l i te ra tu re ,  th u s  s t r e s s in g  th e  
d is tan c e  S a r tre  tra v e ls  be tw een  th e  1940s and  th e  1950s, w hen he  was 
w ritin g  an d  re v is in g  th e  m a n u sc r ip t.22 I c o n ten d , ho w ev er, th a t  
S a r t r e 's  c ritic a l p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith bou rgeo is  l i te ra ry  c u ltu re  p ro v id e s  a  
continuum  betw een  th e  e ssa y s  an d  th e  au to b io g rap h y . To be  s u r e ,  th e  
optim ism  w hich th e  e a r l ie r  w orks ev ince re g a rd in g  th e  w r i te r 's  choice to 
b e  a w rite r  h as  b een  rep laced  b y  an  exp lanation  a n d  c r itiq u e  of th a t  
optim ism . B u t th e  conversion  from bourgeo is  to  comm itted w r ite r  p o s ited  
b y  T he  Words i s ,  a s  Paul John  Eakin o b se rv e s , a n  incom plete o n e , a  fa c t 
to  w hich I will r e tu r n  (152). T he  n a rra t iv e  e x te n d s  r a th e r  th a n  d e p a r ts  
from  S a r t r e 's  life long  q u e s tio n in g  p reoccupa tion  w ith  a u th o rsh ip  an d  th e  
social phenom enon of l i te r a tu r e . Even as a c h ild , S a r tre  in s i s t s , h e  
w o n d e red , "w hat do books ta lk  a b o u t, who w rite s  them , w hy?"—a  p e r fe c t  
rec a p itu la tio n  of th e  q u estio n s  a d d re sse d  in  h is 1940s e ssa y s  ( T he W ords 
57; S a r t r e 's  em p h a s is ) . By 1964, w hen S a r tre  re je c te d  th e  Nobel P rize
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fo r  L ite ra tu re , th e se  q u estio n s  had  a cq u ired  a  n e g a tiv e  fo rc e . T he W ords 
re f le c ts  th is  n e g a tiv e  fo rce  in  th e  n a r r a to r ’s ex p lic it su sp ic io n  of th e  
in s in c e r ity  an d  incom pleteness of h is a u th o ria l co n v ers io n . B oth p o s itin g  
an d  d o u b tin g  h is  c ritic a l p o s tu re  tow ards h is " r e b i r th ” as a  comm itted 
a u th o r , T he W ords, too , is  system atica lly  w ritte n  a g a in s t th e  a u th o r  a s  an  
a u th o r .  T h u s , b y  S a r t r e 's  logic, i t  is w ritte n  a g a in s t "ev e ry b o d y "  
c o n tr ib u tin g  to h is once-deem ed " free"  choice to be  a n  a u th o r :  th a t  i s ,  
a g a in s t h is  f a th e r s .
T he  Words deepens th e  ex p o su re  of th e  se lf-a u th o riz in g  fic tions 
u n d e rly in g  th e  choice of a u th o rsh ip  e a r lie r  de ta iled  in  B lack B oy ; b u t  in  
c o n tra s t  to  W righ t's  q u e s tio n in g  and  am bivalent a sse ssm en t o f th e  so u rc e s  
of h is  b lack  a u th o rs h ip , S a r tre  vehem ently  condem ns th e  c u ltu ra l 
cond itions th a t ,  b lended  w ith  h is familial c ircu m stan ces , b ro u g h t him to 
a u th o rs h ip . T he most im portan t familial c ircum stance  in  th is  c o n te x t is  
S a r t r e 's  "o rp h an h o o d "—b y  w hich he means n o t th e  loss of b o th  p a re n ts  
b u t  r a th e r  th e  d e a th  of h is fa th e r  ju s t  a f te r  h is  own b i r th .  (I  will tak e  u p  
th e  s ign ificance  of S a r t r e 's  claim to o rphanhood  w hen h is  m other is  a live  
a n d  well in  th e  second  in q u i r y . ) T he Words tra c e s  a cau sa l re la tio n sh ip  
b e tw een  th is  a b se n t f a th e r  an d  th e  se lf -b e g e ttin g  a u th o r  S a r tre  becom es. 
Com peting fo r  a tte n tio n  w ith  th is  psychodram a a re  th e  c u ltu ra l cond itions 
in  q u e s tio n : th e  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  b o u rg eo is , se c u la r  hum anism  
em bodied b y  S a r t r e 's  g ra n d fa th e r , C harles S chw eitzer. B oth  sec tio n s  of 
th e  n a r ra t iv e  b eg in  w ith  re fe re n c e  to  C h a rle s , th e  p a tr ia rc h a l  model in  
S a r t r e 's  life  from  whom he is  even  a t th e  time of w ritin g  s ti ll  d ise n ta n g lin g  
h im self. L ike B lack B o y , th e n , T he Words r e p re s e n ts  d e te rm in a tiv e  
env ironm en ta l in flu en ces  a s  well as psycholog ical p a r t ic u la r it ie s  of i ts
n a rra to r /p ro ta g o n is t .  As su c h , like Black Boy too, it  h as received  
in te rp re ta tio n s  accen tin g  e ith e r  i ts  " re p re se n ta tiv e "  s ta tu s  (as  an  
au to b io g rap h y  of a  tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  man) o r  its  d isc re te , se lf-  
re fe re n tia l value (w ith in  S a r t r e ’s oeuvre) . 23 My rea d in g  of T he Words as 
an  au th o b io g rap h y  in te n d s  to  b rid g e  th is  b ifu rca tio n  betw een th e  
ind iv idua l and  socie ty  m uch as S a r tre  would have d e s ire d .u The 
ca teg o ry  'a u th o r ' a ffo rd s  a dual v ision  of an  ind iv idual and  an  ind iv idual 
p a rtic ip a tin g  in  a  b ro a d e r cu ltu ra l p ra x is . Focusing  on th e  a n tip a te rn ity  
a rg u m en ts  w ith w hich The Words th eo rize s—fo r and  a g a in s t—S a r tre 's  
childhood se lf-au th o riza tio n  and  la te r  a u th o ria l p ra x is , I will show how 
S a r tre 's  c ritiq u e  of au th o rsh ip  is sim ultaneously  a  c ritiq u e —b u t no t a  
disavow al—of him self.
T he se lf -fa th e r in g  fiction  p ropounded  b y  The Words p u sh e s  th is  
s t r a te g y  of exp la in ing  au th o rsh ip  to a  re g is te r  h ig h e r  th a n  th a t  u sed  in  
B lack B oy . While W right rep u d ia te s  h is fa th e r  a s  i f  he w ere z e ro , S a r tre  
nu llifies h is  fa th e r  b y  eq u a tin g  h is  ea rly  d ea th  w ith th e  e rad ica tion  of h is 
e x is te n ce . S a r tre  d esc rib es rap id ly  h is m o ther's  an d  fa th e r 's  b r ie f  
association  and  m arriage in  o rd e r  to posit th e  d ea th  of th e  fa th e r  a s  th e  
" th e  b ig  even t"  of h is  own life (18 ). He is  th e  son of a dead m an, w hich is 
to sa y , of no one: "I was g iven  to u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  I was th e  child  of a 
m iracle" (21 ). T he n a r ra to r  shows none of th e  ex p ec ted  d isbe lief in  th is  
p roposition : r a th e r  he  ad o p ts  i t  a s  a cause  fo r  h is "freedom ," fo r  h is  
p e rs is te n t  an d  " incred ib le  le v ity ,"  fo r  h is lack of in te re s t  in  " th e  c an k e r 
of pow er" an d  lea d e rsh ip , and  fo r  h is  lack  of a su p e reg o  (21, 19) . 
E v ery th in g  e lse re le v a n t to  S a r tr e 's  a u th o rsh ip  in  th e  n a rra t iv e  devolves 
from th is  p ro p o sitio n , in c lu d in g  h is v u ln erab ility  to  th e  bourgeo is
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m entality  w hich he so d e sp ise s . On th is  one po in t th e  n a rra tiv e  e x h ib its
to ta l com placency: h is fa th e r  is  th e  a b sen t f i r s t  cause  w hich S a r tre
himself m ust rep lace . The n a rra t iv e 's  rh e to ric  of se lf-ju s tif ic a tio n  an d
se lf-au th o riza tio n  flows from th is  p rem ise , an d  in  tu r n  su p p o r ts  i ts
v e ra c ity . B u t w hat if  th e  prem ise w ere false?
T his q u estio n  is implicit in  Douglas Collins' rem arks on T he Words
in S a r tre  a s  B io g rap h e r. Collins read s  S a r tre 's  e rad ica tion  of h is  fa th e r
in  much th e  same way th a t Fabre re a d s  W right's trea tm en t of h is fa th e r :
a s  a p reem ptive  s tr ik e  ag a in st the  f a th e r . A ccord ing  to C ollins, S a r tre
ex h ib its  a "positive  narcissism " in  " re fu s in g  filiation" an d  th u s  p lac ing
himself o u ts id e  of cause an d  effec t h ie ra rc h ie s—o r r a th e r ,  in  command of
them . Such  a rea d in g  d isc red its  S a r tre 's  confident opinion th a t  h e  h as
"no S uperego" (20) . zs And it d isc red its  h is  b ree zy  disclaim er th a t  he
had  no cu rio s ity  abou t Je an -B a p tis te , su g g e s tin g  r a th e r  a  k in d  of v io len t
filial reac tio n  (20). R eflecting  th is  implied ag g re ss io n  a re  th e  n a r r a to r 's
rem arks on th e  " ro tte n "  "bond of p a te rn i ty " :
To b eg e t c h ild re n , no th ing  b e tte r ;  to have them , w hat in iq u ity !
Had my fa th e r  lived , he would have  lain  on me a t  fu ll le n g th  and  
would have  c ru sh e d  me. As luck  had  i t ,  he  d ied  y o u n g . Am idst 
A eneas an d  h is fellows who c a r ry  th e ir  A nchises on th e ir  b a c k s , I 
move from  sh o re  to sh o re , alone and  h a tin g  those  inv is ib le  
b e g e tte rs  who b e s tra d d le  th e ir  sons all th e ir  life long . I le f t b eh in d  
me a y o u n g  man who did not have  time to be  my fa th e r  and  who 
could now be my son (19; a u th o r 's  em phasis).
E vident in  th e se  rem arks is an  app rehension  of filial sub jec tion  to  w hich
S a r tre  re sp o n d s  w ith h a tre d  and  an  invers ion  of p rim acy : he f a th e r s  h is
fa th e r . Q uite like ly , h is troub led  re la tions w ith h is s te p fa th e r ,  no t
m entioned in  T he W ords, m ight have been  d isp laced  onto th is  a b se n t
fa th e r  and  th e  p a te rn a l re la tions he sym bolizes fo r th e  n a r r a to r .26 In
an y  e v e n t, th e  u se  of th e  ab sen t fa th e r  a s  a f i r s t  cause  w hich S a r tre
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assum es b y  defau lt of th e  fa th e r  appears  u n d e r Collins' lens as a  rh e to ric  
r a th e r  th an  a fac t beyond d iscou rse .
In  c o n tra s t to C ollins, Paul John Eakin accep ts as unproblem atic 
S a r tre 's  p roposition  th a t he is u n fa th e red  and  the  rh e to ric  of se lf­
p ropaga tion  it  p rem ises. T hroughout h is ch ap te r on S a r tre , Eakin bu ilds 
on S a r tre 's  testim ony of his ''causeless condition" w ithout once 
question ing  the  term s of th is  rh e to ric . And he is not m erely d escrib in g  
th e  n a rra tiv e  when he d iscusses S a rtre  "in th e  ac t of becoming fa th e r  to 
himself" and  S a r tre 's  orphanhood as " the  sign  of his causeless condition .
. . th e  g ra tu ito u sn esss  of his ex istence" (136). R a th e r, Eakin u ses  
S a r tre 's  se lf-fa th e rin g  fiction to au thorize  a th eo ry  of au tob iog raphy  
dependen t on th is  fic tion . Eakin w arran ts  S a r tre 's  ro le  as fa th e r  and  
ch ild , cause and  e ffec t, in  o rd e r  to a rg u e  th a t all au to b io g rap h ers  re ly  on 
S a rtre a n  fictions of se lf-c rea tion  in n a rra tin g  th e ir  l iv e s .27 In  th e  la s t 
in q u iry  of th is  c h ap te r I will d iscuss  th e  problem atic g en d er assum ptions 
gu id ing  su ch  an  ex trapolation  of S a r tre 's  se lf-fa th e rin g  fiction  and  th e  
C artesian  rh e to ric  of o rig ins it  in v o k es . At p re se n t I want to  s tr e s s  th a t 
th is  ex trapo la tion  effects an  elision betw een the  categories of se lf and  
a u th o r , se lf-in -a n d -th ro u g h -w ritin g  and  a u th o r- in -a n d -th ro u g h -h is to ry . 
S a r tre  makes su ch  an  elision, b u t in  so doing he calls a tten tio n  to the  
a cc u ltu ra te d  illusions p e rs is te n tly  link ing  selfhood and  a u th o rsh ip  in  
m odern in te llectual d isco u rses . N evertheless, b y  d esig n a tin g  h is 
fa th e r le ss  condition as th e  s tru c tu r in g  princip le  of h is life , S a r tre 's  
c ritiq u e  of h is au th o rsh ip  becomes complicitous w ith th e  p a te rn a l bond he 
d e sp ise s . T his bond  is "a t th e  root" of h is childhood se lf-au th o riza tio n ;
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and  th is  se lf-au tho riza tion  is likewise "a t th e  root" of h is au th o ria l c a ree r  
—includ ing  h is au thobiographical The W ords.
S a r tre 's  annihilation of his fa th e r  re v e rb e ra te s  th ro u g h o u t th e  
n a rra tiv e  w ith the  "annihilation" he re p o rts  he himself underw en t as a 
c h ild . T his annhilation occurs f i r s t  in  h is "p lay -acting" w ith his 
g ra n d fa th e r , who encourages it  w ith rom antic flam boyance. "I drew  
m yself out of no th ingness in a  b u r s t  of a ltru ism ,"  he sa y s , "and  assum ed 
th e  d isgu ise  of childhood" (31, 32) He p lays the  devoted  g ran d so n  to  his 
g ra n d fa th e r 's  adoring  g ran d fa th e r  ro le , c rea tin g  himself a fre sh  w ith each 
v aria tion  on th is  them e. In d escrib ing  th e  "fu ll act"  p layed  out betw een 
him self and his g ra n d fa th e r , S a r tre  tes tifie s  th a t he was b o th  " the  g iv er 
and  th e  g ift"  (32). Gone is th e  apprecia tion  fo r " the  cerem ony of th e  g ift"  
e a r lie r  seen  in  "What Is L ite ra tu re?"  The n a rra to r  now iron izes the  
g en ero sity  w ith which he p re se n ts  himself to h is g ra n d fa th e r . Sim ilarly, 
T he Words ironizes how th is  calculated if em pty g enerosity  contam inates 
how th e  n a rra to r  re -p re se n ts  himself (as a u th o r re -p re se n tin g  him self, ad  
infin itum ) in  w riting . P leasing h is g ra n d fa th e r  th en  (and  p e rh a p s  y e t ,  he 
fee ls [163]) is th e  "m andate" upon which Poulou a c ts  (163, 32). "If my 
fa th e r  were alive I would know my r ig h ts  and  d u tie s ,"  th e  n a rra to r  s a y s , 
im plicating h is p re se n t au thoria l se lf in  th e  p re se n t ten se  (32). But in 
th is  fa th e r 's  absence , Poulou is a mass of a rtif ic e , a "fake ch ild ,"  "an  
im postor" p lay ing  up  to h is g ra n d fa th e r 's  se lf-w orsh ip  in  doing him " th e  
fav o r of be ing  born" over and over (83).
T he language of g ift-g iv in g  and  g ra tu ito u s  p leasu re  s tu d d in g  
S a r tre 's  account of h is th ea trica l re la tions w ith C harles c o n tra s ts  sh a rp ly  
w ith  th e  equally  p rev a len t language of law. The r i f t  betw een th ese
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d iscourses of p leasu re  and legitimacy accounts fo r  one source  of the  
pervasive  irony  underly ing  the  account of C harles and  who he re p re se n ts  
in  S a r tre 's  se lf-au tho riz ing  ta le . Only occasionally does the  n a rra to r  
syncopate these  d iscou rses, as in  th is statem ent: "[C harles] chose to 
reg a rd  me as a singu lar fac to r of fa te , as a g ra tu itous and always 
revocable g if t" (23; my em phasis). Such heterog lossia , in  Mikhail 
B akh tin 's  te rm s, re flec ts  both  the  p leasure  of a rom antic se lf and  the  
illegitimacy i t  be tokens. T hus, in  S a rtre 's  c ritique  of [h is] se lf­
au thoriza tion , th e  p leasure  of se lf-invention  (the  g ift) comes a t the  price  
of legitim acy. Self-invention authorizes a  being  who is illegitimate a t  h is 
o rig in s . N otably, S a r tre 's  illegitimacy is a  m etaphysical one in  co n tra st to 
W right's social illegitimacy as as b lack a u th o r .28 On m etaphysical 
g ro u n d s, th en , S a rtre  deems his se lf-au thorization  a "neurosis" which 
dates to his p lay -ac tin g  with h is g ran d fa th er (254).
S a rtre  indicates h is "fa therless" condition is th e  source of his 
vu lnerab ility  to th is  neu rosis; b u t his tu te lage  in  C harles 's  "p riestly  
humanism" explains fo r him his continuing entanglem ent w ith the  
illegitm ate g ift of se lf-au tho riza tion . Charles in troduces him a t an  early  
age to the  "sacred  objects" of books (43). With h is m other's he lp , Poulou 
lea rn s to read  th ese  sacred  objects, d iscovering  th e  world th ro u g h  words 
on th e  page. Like himself, the  immediate world is in su b stan tia l. As he 
fills himself w ith "ceremonious d iscou rse ,"  so too the  world takes shape in  
words and  ideas (49). Repeatedly in  The W ords, S a rtre  condemns the  
"idealism" implicit in  th is  essen tia lly  s tru c tu ra lis t u n d e rs tan d in g  of th e  
preem inence of s igns over th in g s . In  one such  passage  he w rites ,
In  Platonic fash ion , I went from knowledge to i ts  su b jec t. I found
more rea lity  in the  idea th an  in  the th in g  because it was g iven  to me
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f i r s t  and  because it  was given as a  th in g . It was in  books th a t I 
encountered  the  un iv erse : assim ilated, c lassified , labeled, 
pondered , still form idable; and I confused the  d iso rd er of my 
bookish experiences with th e  random course of rea l e v e n ts . From 
th a t came the  idealism which it  took me th ir ty  y ears  to  shake off 
(51).
S a r tre 's  condemnation of idealism is linked to h is repudiation  of h is 
g ran d fa th e r in  th a t ,  th ro u g h  C harles 's  exp lanations, S a rtre  comes to 
situ a te  his "idealism" w ithin the religion of humanism: " [T ]hese  
Humanities led u s  s tra ig h t to th e  Divine, all the more in  th a t added to 
them were the beau ties of n a tu re . The works of God and the  g rea t 
achievem ents of man were shaped  b y  one and th e  same im pulse. . . .  I 
had found my religion" (59). S a r tre 's  devotion to his g ran d fa th e r th u s 
leads d irec tly  to his belief th a t "noth ing  seemed to me more im portant than  
a  book" (59). In  tu rn ,  th is  belief is  h istoricized  b y  being  categorized as 
the  legacy of C harles, the  p ro to typ ical n in e teen th -cen tu ry  hum anist, " the  
p e tty  bourgeois in te llectual,"  "p riest"  of secu lar humanism (176). S a rtre  
endeavors to expose the ideology u n derp inn ing  a  religious devotion to 
books, accomplishing a t th e  same time a justification  of how he form erly 
sh a red  th is  devotion. C harles, in  th is  lig h t, re p re se n ts  bo th  a social 
agen t and a familial agen t in  The W ords.
The n a rra to r  defines Charles as a "clerk" and  tra n s la to r  who wrote 
language tex tb o o k s, b u t he denies th a t C harles e v e r  took himself as a 
"w riter"  (139). Charles harbored  a suspicion of "au thors" which has bo th  
an  active and  a reactive  role in  S a r tre 's  s to ry  of Poulou's au thorial 
vocation. While C harles pays homage to the  " illustriqus men" of be lles- 
le ttre s  in  p a s t c en tu rie s , live au th o rs  "bo thered  him ," fo r he p re fe rre d  to 
a ttr ib u te  "the works of Man d irec tly  to the  Holy Ghost" (62); visible 
au th o rs  challenge th is  divine in te rcession . Quite likely, th e  s tre s s  on
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w ritin g  fo r  th e  p re s e n t  in  S a r tr e 's  1940s e ssa y s  d e riv e s  from  h is  rea c tio n
a g a in s t C h a rle s 's  ind ic tm ent of n o n -d ead  a u th o rs . B u t ju s t  a s  lik e ly ,
th o se  e s sa y s ' p ro te s t  a g a in s t im m ortality as a p ro p e r  .a sp ira tio n  of liv in g
a u th o r s , in d ica te s  S a r t r e 's  co n tinu ing  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  th e  d e a th - in -
life  th a t  a u th o rsh ip  re p re se n te d  fo r  him self as  a ch ild . In  T he W ords,
Poulou re a c ts  a g a in s t h is g ra n d fa th e r 's  opinion of a u th o rs  in  c lan d es tin e
re a d in g s  of th e  d a y 's  pu lp  l i te ra tu re ,  h u t  he  n e v e rth e le s s  in te g ra te s  h is
g ra n d fa th e r 's  se c u la r  humanism in  h is  be lief in  th e  im m ortality c o n fe rred
on a u th o rs  a s  a  g ro u p , dead  o r  a liv e . And th is  b e lie f , like e v e ry  o th e r
b e lie f exposed  an d  re p u d ia te d  b y  th e  n a r r a to r  of T he W ords, d e riv e s  from
S a r t r e 's  prim a c a u sa : h is  n o th in g n ess  as an  u n fa th e re d  so n .
T he fab le  of th e  tic k e t-co llec to r f ig u re s  as th e  p o in t o f connection
in  th e  n a rra t iv e  betw een  S a r tr e 's  exp lanation  of h is  co m in g -to -b e -an
a u th o r  a n d  h is  m etaphysica l illeg itim acy. In  th is  fa b le , a  tic k e t-c o lle c to r
on a  t r a in  comes an d  a sk s  S a r tre  fo r  a  tic k e t w hich S a r tre  canno t
p ro d u c e . In s te a d , he  rev e a ls  to th e  co llec to r, "I had  to  be  in  Dijon fo r
im p o rtan t a n d  s e c re t re a s o n s , rea so n s  th a t concerned  F ran ce  a n d  p e rh a p s
all m ankind" (111). "A h ig h e r  law" endow s him w ith  th e  r ig h t  to  b e  on th e
t r a in ,  an d  b y  in fe re n c e , th is  h ig h e r  law is  h is  a u th o ria l vocation . S a r tr e
does n o t tem poralize th is  fab le  b y  s itu a tin g  it  w ith in  th e  im agination  of h is
childhood o r  of h is  p re s e n t  reco llection  of th a t ch ilhood. In s te a d , th e
fab le  fu n c tio n s  a s  a  lens th ro u g h  w hich to  see  S a r tre  a s  c h ild /a u th o r .
T h is  double  v ision  e x te n d s  to th e  end  of th e  n a rra t iv e  w hen th e  fab le  is
re to ld  in  a n  a lte re d  fo rm :
I 'v e  ag a in  become th e  t ra v e le r  w ithout a  tic k e t th a t  I w as a t  th e  age  
of se v en : th e  tick e t-c o llec to r  has e n te re d  my com partm ent; he  looks 
a t  me, le ss  se v e re ly  th a n  in  th e  p a s t ;  in  fa c t ,  all he  w an ts is  to  go 
aw ay , to  le t me fin ish  th e  t r ip  in  peace ; h e 'll  be  sa tis f ie d  w ith  a
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valid  e x cu se , an y  ex cu se . U nfo rtunate ly  I c a n 't  th in k  of a n y ; and
b e s id e s , I d o n 't even  feel like try in g  to find  one (253).
In  b o th  v e rs io n s of th e  fa b le , S a r tre  iden tifies him self in  all fo u r 
ro les : a s  tic k e t-co llec to r, t r a in ,  u n tick e ted  p e rso n , and  o rg an ize r of th e  
fab le . So too in  T he Words he is n a r ra to r ,  n a rra tiv e  (concre tized  in  
lan g u a g e ), u n tic k e te d  a u th o r , and  o rg an izer of th e  whole schem e. T he 
tic k e t-co llec to r fable  th u s  re p re s e n ts  how th e  S a rtre  of T he Words 
in te rp re ts  ex is tence  in  term s of se lf-au tho riza tion  in  and  th ro u g h  
lan g u ag e; b u t  i t  also shows how he supplem ents an d  ju s tif ie s  nonex istence  
th ro u g h  th is  se lf-a u th o riz a tio n . Such a paradoxical exp lanation  of the  
m andate to  e x is t has its  genesis in  th e  paradox  of filiation  se t in  motion b y  
S a r t r e 's  se lf-fa th e r in g  fic tion . S a r tre  in h e rits  nonex istence  from  his 
a b se n t f a th e r ,  b u t  th is  in h eritan ce  makes possib le  h is ex is tence  th ro u g h  
fic tions (su c h  as The W ords) w hich he au th o rizes as if  he  were h is  own 
f a th e r .  In  th is  w ay, th e  tick e t-co llec to r fable  functions to  exp la in  th e  
connection  betw een S a r tr e 's  m etaphysical illegitim acy and  his com ing-to- 
b e -a n -a u th o r . B ut th e  fab le 's  s itua tion  w ithin th e  b ro a d e r  c o n tex t of 
S a r t r e 's  c ritiq u e  of au th o rsh ip  in  T he Words d en a tu ra lizes  th e  se lf­
au th o riza tio n  i t  e x p la in s . I t  is  cu ltu ra lly  conditioned b y  th e  re lig ion  of 
books S a r tre  in h e r its  from his g ra n d fa th e r , even  a s  it challenges th e  
re lig ion  b y  a p p ro p ria tin g  th e  role of o rg an ize r from th e  Holy G host (in  
C h arle s ' v iew , th e  A u thor of a u th o r s ) . A gainst E akin 's conception  of th e  
tic k e t-c o llec to r fab le  as u n iv e rsa lly  applicable and  t r u e ,  T he Words 
exposes i ts  su s ta in in g  g en d ered  (filial) and  cu ltu ra l b ia ses .
J u s t  a s  th e  p ro cess  of se lf-au th o riza tio n  en ta ils  an  alliance w ith an d  
a  d e p a r tu re  from  C h arle s , so too Poulou 's "chosen" vocation to b e  an  
a u th o r  rev ea ls  h is dual position ing  v is -a -v is  C harles. A lthough Poulou
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assum es th e  role of a u th o r p a rtly  in  reaction  to C h a rle s , th e  n a rra to r  
rep u d ia te s  h is au thoria l vocation and his g ra n d fa th e r  as i f  th ey  were 
wholly allied . In  place of h is in fan tine  p lay -ac tin g , th e  g ifts  th a t sev en - 
y ear-o ld  Poulou now gives begin  w ith the  g ift of him self th ro u g h  h is se lf­
au tho rized  vocation as a w rite r . A dult re a d e rs  of his little  novels adm ire 
his au tho ria l p lay  and so su p p o rt his vocation, all except fo r  C harles. In  
a  m an-to-m an conference from which the  women of th e  family a re  b a r re d , 
C harles ra th e r  s te e rs  Poulou tow ards an  academic c lerksh ip  modeled more 
o r  less on his own caree r and  on his conception of the  in fe rio r s ta tu s  of 
a u th o rs . Poulou, how ever, req u ire s  th e  a u th o rin g  c a ree r  in  o rd e r  to 
coun te rac t h is sense of illegitim acy and in su b s ta n tia lity : the  q u e s t fo r 
se lf-au tho riza tion  guides h is decision. The n a rra to r  explains how he 
comes to  compose his juvenilia in  response  to his " inner p o v e rty "—in 
c o n tra s t to W right's actual p o v e rty  (163). W riting h is clandestine  ta les of 
h is im aginary heroism  g uaran tees h is own lack ing  rea lity : "D epicting real 
objects with rea l words th a t were penned w ith a  rea l p e n , I 'd  be  hanged if 
I d id n 't  become real myself" (160). In  th is  w ay, th e  n a rra to r  exp la ins, "if 
I sa id  ' I , '  it meant *1 who w rite '"  (153). His se lf-au th o rized  "D estiny" as 
an  a u th o r g u a ran tees  his ex istence  in  m aking him th e  so u rc e /au c to r of th e  
w orld: "ev e ry th in g  derived  from m yself. I had  pulled  m yself up  out of 
no th ingness b y  my own b o o ts trap s  in  o rd e r  to  p rov ide  men with the  
w ritings th ey  w anted" (172).
T he g litch  in  th is  d e s tin y  is ,  how ever, Poulou's recognition  th a t " it 
was I who con fe rred  it upon myself" (171). J u s t  a s S a r tre  recognizes he 
is  th e  o rg an ize r of the  ticket-co llec to r fab le , so too he re g is te rs  h is 
sardon ic  aw areness th a t th e  m andate from outside  is  lack ing  in  h is se lf­
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authorized  c a ree r . While Wright merely questions the  bedrock  of feelings 
p ropelling  him incom prehensibly tow ards an  au tho rsh ip  black boys were 
categorically  den ied , S a rtre  draw s a tten tion  to the  sou rcelessness of his 
own vocation. For the  "I" who confers the  vocation, the  se lf who 
au thorizes h is au th o rsh ip , is noth ing; and what can no th ing  mandate? "I 
who w rite" begs the  question  of the  source of au th o rsh ip ; in  S a r tre 's  
rh e to ric  of o rig ins th is source begins and ends b y  being  indeterm inate, 
ju s t as S a rtre  begins and ends h is life "am idst books" (40).
N otably, S a r tre 's  n a rra to r  does not evince the  complacency found 
in  Eakin 's s tru c tu ra lis t in te rp re ta tio n  th a t th e  au th o r is p e r  force an  
invention  of himself th rough  language ju s t as the  sub ject is sub jec ted , in  
th e  Lacanian schema, th rough  language. S elf-au thorization , as noted 
above, may re ly  on the  su b jec t-co n stitu tin g  (g ift-g iv in g ) p ro p erties  of 
language, b u t those p ro p ertie s  do not au thorize  o r legitim ate the  coming- 
to -be  of an  a u th o r. S a rtre  himself notes th a t he would never have w ritten  
w ithout the  enabling illusion th a t "to name the  th in g  was bo th  to create  
and take  it"  (60). This illusion enabled him to name himself and the  
w orld, inven t b o th , and  so possess b o th . And a rg u ab ly  it  s till opera tes 
in  the  au thob iog raphy 's w ritten  repossession  of childhood. But even 
g ran tin g  the  critical exposure of th is  illusion (o r , a lte rn a tiv e ly , g ran tin g  
Eakin 's position th a t th is  illusion re flec ts  a  linguistic  n e c e ss ity ) , S a rtre  
as a u th o r—not se lf , b u t w riter in -the-w orld—n ev erth e less  rem ains 
ticketless w ithin the  drama of the  authorization  he o rg an izes. "Why 
w rite?" remains an  active question r ig h t th ro u g h  th e  n a rra tiv e 's  
conclusion, and  Eakin's theory  of autobiographical se lf-inven tion  does not
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o ffe r  an  a lte rn a tiv e  to  Poulou 's p itifu l an sw er to th e  q u e s tio n : "I w ro te  in  
o rd e r  to  w rite"  (182).
Does T he Words o ffe r su c h  an  a lte rn a tiv e ?  T he s ta te d  ob jec t fo r  
w ritin g , c a s t  o ff in  a m ere se n te n c e , echoes th e  p ro g ram  of l i t te r a tu re  
en g ag ee  developed  in  "What Is  L ite ra tu re ? " : "O ne w rite s  fo r  o n e 's  
n e ig h b o rs"  (180). B u t a t  th e  n a r ra t iv e 's  end  S a r tre  rem ains t ic k e tle s s :  
can  th is  fab le  be  c o n s tru e d  as a  B a rth esian  avowal th a t  th e  a u th o r  is  dead  
fo r  S a r tre ?  T he ev idence  of T he Words is  co n flic tin g . On th e  one h a n d , 
i t  lite ra liz e s  B a r th e s 's  th eo re tica l s itu a tio n . S a r tre  com pletes h is  se lf-  
fa th e r in g  fic tion  b y  re le g a tin g  him self to  th e  s ta tu s  he  has a ss ig n e d  h is  
f a th e r .  A u th o rs , like th e  child  Poulou, a re  dead  b e fo re  th e ir  tim e; th e y  
a re  m etam orphosed from  fle sh  an d  blood in to  th e  books th e y  w rite  an d  th e  
b io g rap h ie s  th a t  compose th e ir  liv e s , re tro sp e c tiv e ly , from  th e  p u rv iew  of 
th e ir  fu tu r e  a u th o rsh ip  (64, 199-206). T he  n a r r a to r  re v e a ls  how th e  
sum m aries o f a u th o rs ' lives collected in  T he  Childhood of Famous Men 
cond itioned  h is  e a rly  bou rgeo is  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of a u th o rs h ip . T he 
" re tro sp e c tiv e  illusion" of th e se  sum m aries cau ses e x is te n ce  to  hav e  " th e  
a p p ea ra n c e  of un fo ld ing" tow ards an  a lre a d y  know n e n d : d e a th  (200).
A nd Poulou , in  se a rc h  of th e  en d  th a t  will m andate h is  e x is te n c e , a c c ep ts  
th e  p ro le p tic  m orta lity  an  a u th o r  su f fe rs  in  exchange  fo r  th e  im m ortality  
th a t  p o s te r i ty  la te r  aw ards him. "I became my own o b itu a ry ,"  th e  
n a r r a to r  m aintains (206). As c h ild -a u th o r , he  saw him self a s  d e a d .
On th e  o th e r  h a n d , th e  n a r r a to r  a c r id ly  acknow ledges th e  
psycho log ica l consequences of d y in g  to  h is  a u th o rs h ip . F a r  from  b e in g  
p ro u d  th a t  "I made a  hum an sacrifice"  to  l i te ra tu re ,  S a r tre  re p u d ia te s  th e  
d e a th  w hich Poulou e q u a te s  w ith g lo ry , an d  so re p u d ia te s  h is  y o u th fu l
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belief th a t "to w rite involves a re fu sa l to  live" (191). W hereas "What Is  
L ite ra tu re?"  challenged the  social e th ics of w riting  fo r  immortal s ta tu re ,  
The Words rigo rously  analyzes th e  psychological and  ex isten tia l 
foolishness of his pe rsonal implication in  th is e th ic s . . C asting  a hum orous, 
se lf-iron iz ing  eye on the  juvenilia th a t dem onstrates his self-im molation— 
th e  hero ic a d v en tu res  he w rote whose episodes w ere alw ays "continued  in  
the  n ex t installm ent" (116)—S a rtre  p a ten tly  defies th a t a u th o rsh ip  must 
en ta il ann ih ila ting  onself to  live inside books b y  w riting  a  n a rra tiv e  of 
childhood which tes tifies  to the  h isto rical ex istence  of th e  child  he was 
(204).
P erhaps th e  most w eighty evidence of S a r tre 's  am bivalence tow ards 
the  dead a u th o r th a t he was and  th a t bourgeois a u th o rs  a re  lies in  th e  
n a r ra to r 's  co n trad ic to ry  position on his conversion from Poulou's se lf­
au th o rized /se lf-au th o riz in g  fic tions. The n a rra tin g  s to ry  of T he W ords, 
th e  s to ry  of th e  composition of the  n a rra tio n  which th e  te x t in sc rib e s , 
includes various re fe ren ces  to  the  bourgeois ideals and  illusions th a t  the  
n a rra to r  p ro fesse s  to have overth row n. Among th e  rep u d ia ted  beliefs 
a re : th a t l i te ra tu re  is p roduced  and  p re se rv e d  b y  a  "p riesthood" devoted 
to th e  w orld 's  and  the  w rite r 's  sa lvation ; th a t words,- as th e  "qu in tessence  
of th in g s ,"  co n stitu te  and preem pt life; th a t he himself answ ered  a call to 
th e  l ite ra ry  p riesthood  b y  v ir tu e  of a  g ift w ith w ords, and  so d iffe rs  from 
o th e rs  b y  h is personal "m andate to give expression" to  th e  possib ilities 
and  im possibilities of ex istence  (142, 252). In  gen era l, i t  is  h is childhood 
th a t th e  n a rra to r  is w riting  ag a in st; and  he a s se r ts  h is in te llectual 
d istance  from it in the  th eo ry -co n stru c tio n  of h is a u th o rsh ip .
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But the  n a rra tin g  s to ry  of The Words and the  se lf-au tho riz ing  
fictions contam inating its  c ritique  of se lf-au thorization  likewise su g g est a  
con tinu ity  betw een the  child playing a t au tho rsh ip  and  the  a u th o r a t f if ty . 
A nticipating  re a d e rs ' a rriv a l a t th is conclusion, the  n a rra to r  in s is ts , " the  
rea d e r has realized th a t I loathe my childhood and w hatever has su rv ived  
of it"  (163). And the  many rem arks th a t the  n a rra to r  makes reg a rd in g  his 
p re se n t p rax is  of au thorsh ip  which begin  "even now . . . "  m anifest those 
places w here the  dead ch ild -au thor p e rs is ts  in  th e  v e ry  alive and famous 
m an-au thor. Within the space of two p ages, the  n a rra to r  claims, "I have 
changed ,"  an d , "[A ]ll the  child 's tra its  a re  still to be found in  the  
qu inquagenarian" (252, 254). Both claims appear tru e  to th is  au tho r 
w riting  against himself a t every  tu rn . Condemning se lf-au tho rization , 
ju stify in g  self-au thorization ; deconstruc ting  h is se lf-fa th erin g  fictions, 
and reco n stitu tin g  his se lf-fa th erin g  fic tio n s: contradictions in  The Word 
su p p o rt S a r tre 's  claim to an  incomplete conversion: "I 've  given up  the  
office b u t not th e  frock" (253). Still garbed  in  th e  raim ent of an  a u th o r, 
he continues to w rite , though s trip p ed  of a  justification  to do so: "What 
else can I do?" (253). To be an a u th o r, by  th is  read in g , is  not to be an  
a u th o r. Lacking a  m andate, an  au tho r can do /be  no th ing , it  seem s, 
except continue to pose questions about the  office, th e  function  of 
a u th o rsh ip .
But th e re  is som ething s tran g e  about conducting such  a severe  
c ritique  against se lf-au thorization  and bourgeois au tho rsh ip  w ithin a 
medium th a t p e rp e tu a tes  one 's au th o rsh ip . B arbara  Johnson ad d resses 
th is  puzzle when she sa y s , "[A ]n  in qu iry  th a t a ttem pts to s tu d y  an  object 
b y  means of th a t v e ry  object is  open to certa in  analyzable a b e rra tio n s . 1,29
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An au th o r against au thorsh ip  w ithin the se lf-au tho riz ing  medium of
au tob iography  and  within the subgen re  of au thobiography  which
in te rro g a te s  a u th o rsh ip : th is au th o r is  indeed sp inn ing  a theoretical
th ick e t. The question  of the  theoretical r ig o r of The Words has troub led
a t least one c ritic . Jane P. Tompkins insigh tfu lly  comments, "The fact
th a t S a rtre  has completely enclosed his past in a theo ry  emphasizes his
need to make experience conform to a p a tte rn  th a t is intellectually
com prehensible" (274).30 Whereas Eakin applauds S a rtre 's  b iographical
method of s tru c tu r in g  a "life" around a single p rin c ip le /cau se , Tomkins
d isparages the  "bad faith" of the  m ethod.31 In h e r  view , th is  method
allows S a rtre  to foreclose criticism  from o u tsid e : the  p lay -ac ting  scheme
supplies th e  theo ry  of self-au thorization  with a framework th a t w itnesses
S a r tre 's  tran scen d en t shrew dness in  seeing th rough  h is own d isgu ises
and  his w illingness to cast the  f irs t  stone at himself. Ultimately, S a r tre 's
candor and  sincerity  in  The Words a re  what Tomkins su sp e c ts , and  th e re
she is not alone. S . Benyon John , fo r example, identifies S a r tre 's  use  of
candor as an  "offensive weapon" in the  la rg e r body of his autobiographical
w ritin g s , and  notes its  p a rticu larly  duplicitous role in  The W ords, which
he g roups w ith h is most guarded  documents of public im age-m aking.32
S a r tre , of course , preem pts all discussion of candor in the
n a rra tin g  s to ry  of The Words. A fter an  especially vehement declaration  of
h is p re se n t d istance from "K arl's humanism," he w rites ,
What I have ju s t  w ritten  is fa lse . T ru e . N either tru e  nor fa lse , like 
e v e ry th in g  w ritten  about madmen, about men. I have rep o rte d  the  
fac ts  as accu ra te ly  as my memory perm itted me. B ut to w hat ex ten t 
did I believe in my delirium? T h at's  th e  basic question , and  y e t I 
c an 't tell. I realized la te r  th a t we can know e v ery th in g  about ou r 
a ttachm ents excep t th e ir  fo rce , th a t is ,  th e ir  s in c e rity . . . . 
Sincerely? what does th a t mean? (69)
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F u r th e r  on , in  a n  eq u ally  dodg ing  fa sh io n , he  exp la in s h is  p e rs p e c tiv e :
I now re g a rd  my tr ic k s  an d  ju g g lin g s  as sp ir i tu a l e x e rc ise s  an d  my 
in s in c e r ity  a s  th e  c a r ic a tu re  of an  u t te r  s in c e r ity  th a t  was 
c o n s ta n tly  g ra z in g  me a n d  alw ays e lu d in g  me (207).
Does " u t te r  s in c e rity "  s till e lude  him a t  th e  n a r ra t iv e 's  end?  W inding u p
th is  c ritiq u e  of (h is )  a u th o rs h ip , S a r tre  d e fines  h im self (who th ro u g h o u t
h a s  b e en  " th e  u n d efin ed "  [3 9 ]): "A whole m an, composed of all men a n d  a s
good as all of them  an d  no b e t te r  th a n  any" (255). Eakin a cc ep ts  th is
sta tem en t a t  face  v a lu e , m aking i t  th e  conclusion of h is c h a p te r  on S a r t r e .
B u t Tom pkins sco rn s  th e  a p p a re n t e a rn e s tn e ss  of th is  se lf -p ro fe s se d
p o s e u r . E ven Simone de B eauvo ir, in  h e r  "C o n v ersa tio n s w ith  Je an -P au l
S a r tre "  in  1974, fin d s  th e  p lea  "an  equivocal p h ra s e " —"You th in k  i t  an d
do no t th in k  i t " —and  a sk s  S a r tre  fo r  c la r if ic a tio n .33 B ut th e  more
com pelling challenge to  th e  can d o r of th e  th e o ry  of se lf-a u th o riz a tio n  an d
th e  en d in g  of th e  n a rra t iv e  comes from  S a r t r e 's  own defin ition  of
in s in c e r ity :  "w hen th e  a r t i s t  w ants to  a sc r ib e  a m eaning to  h is
m is fo rtu n e s , a  k in d  of immanent f in a lity , a n d  w hen he p e rs u a d e s  h im self
th a t  th e y  a re  th e re  in  o rd e r  fo r  him to sp eak  ab o u t them " ("W hat Is"  240;
S a r t r e 's  e m p h a s is ) . T h e re  is no m istak ing  th e  d e s ire  of " fin a lity "
e x p re ss e d  b y  th e  la s t  line ; b u t  th e n  S a r tre  h as w arned  u s ,  "My b e s t  book
is  th e  one I'm in  th e  p ro c e ss  of w ritin g ; r ig h t  a f te r  i t  comes th e  la s t one
th a t  was p u b lish e d , b u t  I'm  se c re tly  g e ttin g  re a d y  to b e  d isg u s te d  w ith  i t
b e fo re  long  . . . and  to  en d  w ith a  m asterp iece" (2 4 1 ) .34
What leaves th e  q u es tio n  of S a r t r e 's  in /s in c e r i ty  in  T he  Words
p e rm an en tly  vexed  is th e  paradox ica l trea tm en t o f o rig in s  in  h is  se lf-
fa th e r in g  f ic t io n . K illing off a n d  re p u d ia tin g  h is  fa th e rs  g e n e ra te s  a
q u e s t  to  rep lace  biological an d  c u ltu ra l o rig in s  w ith  se lf-a p p o in te d
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o r ig in s . T he rh e to r ic  of o rig in s galvan ized  b y  th is  rh e to r ic a l a c t  of 
v iolence is  g u a ra n te e d  to  leave open  th e  q u estio n  of o r ig in s : to  leave open  
th e  q u e s tio n  of th e  s ite  of th e  sp eak in g  a u th o r—th e  o rig in  of th e  
d isc o u rse . At th e  same tim e, th e  rh e to r ic  p e rm its  th e  c rea tio n  of th e  
f ic tio n  of th e  a u th o r 's  prim acy  in  h is own schem e, g u a ra n te e in g  th a t  
e v e ry th in g  rea lly  d o es, a s  Poulou th o u g h t, d e riv e  from  o n se lf . S in cere ly  
o r  n o t , b o th  T he Words an d  B lack Boy c re a te  th is  p a rad o x ica l s ta te  of 
a ffa irs  th ro u g h  th e ir  se lf-co n sc io u s fic tions o f s e lf - fa th e r in g  se lf ­
a u th o riz a tio n . T he p e c u lia r ity  o f b o th  n a rra t iv e s  lies in  th e  u n q u es tio n ed  
a d h e re n c e  to  (o r  b e lie f in ) th e  fic tion  th a t  one may f a th e r  o n se lf . T he 
p a ra d o x  of b o th  n a rra t iv e s  lies in  th e  a ttem p t to re p u d ia te  p sycho log ica l, 
b io logical, an d  c u ltu ra l o rig in s  while re c re a tin g  them . A nd th e  
im portance of b o th  n a rra tiv e s  lies in  th e  ways in  w hich  th e y  expose  th is  
p a ra d o x  b y  se lf-co n sc io u sly  q u estio n in g  o r iron ica lly  a tta c k in g  th e  se lf­
au th o riza tio n  th a t  th e ir  au th o b io g rap h ies  exem plify  an d  r e c a p itu la te . 
P ro found ly  se n s itiv e  to o r c ritic a l of th e  ch an g in g  ro le  of th e  a u th o r  in  th e  
tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry , th e se  a u th o b io g ra p h e rs  o ffe r one p a te n tly  m asculine 
p e rsp e c tiv e  on th e  fic tions of ag en cy  a n d  a u th o r i ty  b y  w hich a u th o rs  
a u th o riz e  th e ir  voices w ith in  th e  l ite ra ry  a re n a . I will tu r n  now to  a  b r ie f  
s tu d y  of th e  sign ificance  of race  in  d iffe re n tia tin g  S a r t r e 's  a n d  W righ t's  
fic tio n s o f se lf-a u th o riz a tio n , in  p re p a ra tio n  fo r  th e  fem in ist c r i t iq u e  of 
th e  c o n s tra in ts  o f a  rh e to r ic  of se lf -fa th e r in g  fic tio n s  a s  a  mode of 
au th o b io g rap h ica l in q u iry .
In q u iry  1: "T h en  how could one live in  a  w orld in  w hich o n e 's  mind an d
p e rc ep tio n s  m eant n o th in g  an d  a u th o r i ty  a n d  tra d itio n  m eant 
e v e ry th in g ? "  ( B lack Boy 182)
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T he c h ild -a u th o r voicing th is  q uestion  is on th e  w rong  side  of 
a u th o r ity :  in  th is  re sp e c t he  could not d iffe r  more from S a r tre 's  Poulou, 
in su la ted  in  th e  cozy bourgeo is r ig h teo u sn ess  of h is g ra n d fa th e r 's  home. 
T he rapprochem ent of Black Boy an d  The Words b eg an  w ith  th e  
acknow ledgem ent th a t th e ir  rem arkable a u th o rs  came from rad ically  
d iffe re n t b a c k g ro u n d s . In  o rd e r  to iso late  th e  m ethod of a rg u in g  fo r  and  
a g a in s t se lf-au th o riza tio n  w hich th ese  au thob iog raph ies sh a re —th e  fiction  
of s e lf - fa th e r in g —I b rac k e te d  th e  d ifference  of W right's and  S a r tre 's  
b a ck g ro u n d . T h is b ra c k e tin g  perm itted  a close exam ination of each te x t 's  
c o n stru c tio n  of th e  fiction  of se lf-fa th e r in g  and  th e  fic tio n 's  ex p o su re  of 
its e lf  a s  cause an d  e ffect of th e  au thob iograph ical se lf-a u th o riz a tio n . B ut 
in so fa r as th e se  au thob iog raph ies function  as s to ries  abou t "rea l"  and  not 
"fictional" a u th o rs , i t  is  e ssen tia l now to  s te e r  th is  analysis from tex tu a l 
m atte rs  tow ards re fe re n tia l m atte rs  and  beg in  th e  o v e rre ad in g  p ro cess  
d esc rib ed  in  c h a p te r  one. Review ing th e  conclusions of th e  fo rego ing  
in te rp re ta tio n s  from th is  re fe re n tia l an d  so c u ltu ra lly -se n s itiv e  a n g le , I 
will re in tro d u c e s  in to  th e  c ritiq u e  of a u th o rsh ip  g en e ra ted  b y  se lf- 
fa th e r in g  fic tions th e  variab le  of d issim ilar b ack g ro u n d s—th e  d ifference  
in  race  and  c lass o rig in s of S a r tre  and  W right.
S a r tre  w rote T he Words tow ards th e  end  of a  fy ll a n d  v a rie g a ted  
lifetim e of a u th o rs h ip , a f te r  he h ad  a lread y  been  a u th o rized  a s  u n iv e rs ity  
p ro fe s so r , n o v e lis t, and  e d ito r . In  a  se n se , h is a u th o rity  as a  
sp o k esp e rso n  of au th o rsh ip  b y  1964 was in d isp u ta b le , even  if  he u sed  th a t  
a u th o r ity  to deny  its e lf . I t  n ecessa rily  a ffec ts  th e  im port of S a r tr e 's  
au th o b io g rap h y  w hen we s itu a te  it w ithin  th e  con tex t of h is  p ro fessional 
h is to ry . By in s is tin g  on th e  re la tionsh ip  betw een T he Words an d  S a r tre 's
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call fo r  a  l i t te ra tu re  engagee , I began  th is  contextualization  p ro ce ss ; if , 
how ever, h is fu ll h is to ry  is accounted  fo r , th en  it  is d ifficu lt fo r  S a r tre ’s 
repud ia tion  of h is o rig in s , of h is se lf-au th o riz in g  f ic tio n s , and  of th e  
p ro fessional "office" of au th o rsh ip  th a t red u n d an tly  e x p re sse s  th a t se lf­
au tho riza tion  to avoid ap p ea rin g  g ra tu ito u s . B rilliant and  p e rh ap s  
in fluen tia l to o th e r  a u th o rs  and  w ould-be a u th o rs , S a r tre ’s c ritiq u e  of the  
bourgeo is roo ts of au th o rsh ip  and  of his own roo ts in  p a rtic u la r  is ,  b y  his 
own adm ission, pow erless to change th e  course  of h is em inently l ite ra ry  
and  p riv ileged  life . This pow erlessness m ust be w eighted when 
ap p ra is in g  th e  se v e rity  of S a r tre ’s c ritiq u e  of au th o rsh ip  in  The W ords.
Indeed , issu es  of th e  re la tive  pow er of W right and  S a rtre  a re  
c en tra l to a  comparison of th e ir  au th o b io g rap h ies . W orking tow ards the  
conclusion th a t T he Words o ffers  th e  more sev ere  c ritiq u e  of a u th o rsh ip , 
my analysis has risk ed  c rea tin g  the  im pression th a t S a rtre  is  a  "more 
rad ical" a u th o r th an  W right, whose Black Boy "only" questions th e  se lf­
au tho riza tion  its  fiction a rg u e s  fo r . T he coherence of th is  im pression 
depends upon a s ta tic , ind iv idualistic  view of a u th o rs , in  which all th in g s 
w ith re sp e c t to o rig ins and  to th e  rela tionsh ip  betw een a u th o r and  lite ra ry  
estab lishm ent a re  equal. T his f i r s t  in q u iry  in ten d s to su b v e r t  th is  
im pression b y  problem atizing th e  ca tegory  of o rig ins w ith race  and  class 
considera tions and  so d is ru p tin g  any  simple equivalence betw een S a rtre  
and  W right as a u th o rs . Since o rig in s , th e ir  repud ia tion  and  rec rea tio n , 
a re  w hat has been  a t  s take  all along in  th is  c h a p te r , th is  problem stization 
is  th e  n a tu ra l n ex t s te p . By question ing  th e  social pragm atics of Black 
Boy as a  young  b lack  a u th o r 's  work of se lf-au th o riza tio n , th is  section  
opens u p  S a r tre 's  theore tical c ritiq u e  of th e  delusive au th o rsh ip  effected
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b y  s e l f - f a th e r in g  f ic t io n s . I t  b re a k s  u p  th e  r ig o ro u s  logic of T he  W ords 
a n d  p re v e n ts  th e  sim ilarly  r ig o ro u s  view th a t  T he W ords is  th e  logical 
"en d "  of th e  in q u iry  a g a in s t s e lf - fa th e r in g  fic tio n s  " b e g u n 11 in  B lack  B oy .
In  "What I s  L ite ra tu re ? "  S a r tre  a rg u e d  th a t  W righ t's  au d ien ce  
c o n s titu te d  a  doub le  c o n te x t fo r  h is  w ritin g 's  re c e p tio n . In  c o n tr a s t ,  
c o n tem p o ra ry  b lac k  l i te ra ry  th e o ry  a rg u e s  fo r  th e  need  to see  th e  
d o u b len e ss  vo iced  w ith in  A fro-A m erican  w o rk s . H en ry  Louis G a te s , J r . , 
f o r  exam ple , c h a ra c te r iz e s  th e  A fro-A m erican  l i te ra ry  w o rk  a s  "tw o- 
to n ed "  o r  "d o u b le -v o ice d ,"  w here  W estern  l i te ra ry  form alism s v ie  w ith  
b lack  v e rn a c u la r  an d  form al tra d itio n s  in  th e  te x tu a l s ig n ific a tio n  of 
m ean ing  ("C ritic ism " 3 ) . S uch  a po lyphony  of vo ices e ffe c ts  a  d is c u rs iv e  
h e te ro g lo s s ia , in  th e  te rm s o f M ikhail B a k h tin , w hich m ight b e  deem ed 
" r ic h "  from  a  fo rm alis t p o in t of v iew , b u t  w hich may likew ise in d ic a te  
su b je c tiv e  co n fu s io n , w here  th e  assu m p tio n s of one d isc o u rse  co n flic t w ith  
th e  a ssu m p tio n s  of a n o th e r .35 Such confusion  is  e v id e n t in  th e  
c o n tra d ic to ry  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  W right an d  th e  S ou th  in sc r ib e d  in  
B lack  B o y . S e lf-au th o riz a tio n  v ia  th e  hum an ist p ro g ram  of a  " s e lf-  
b e y o n d -c u l tu re ,"  a s  K ent calls i t ,  s u p p o r ts  th e  n a r r a to r 's  re p u d ia tio n  o f 
th e  S o u th /h is  f a th e r s  on th e  g ro u n d s  th a t  th e re  h is  m ind w as im p riso n ed . 
On th e  o th e r  h a n d , th e  b lac k  v e rn a c u la r  tra d itio n s  (w h ich  W right la te r  
show ed  in te r e s t  in )  m anifest them selves in  th e  n a r r a to r 's  q u e s tio n in g  
re v e la tio n  of th e  e x te n t  to  w hich  th e  a s se r tio n  of h is  p a te n tly  b lac k  voice 
d e r iv e s  from  th e  S o u th ; th e y  b e lie  th e  a d eq u a cy  of hum an ist d isc o u rse  fo r  
f ig u r in g  W rig h t's  t ra je c to ry  to a u th o r s h ip . T h is  d is c u rs iv e  co n fu s io n  
c a r r ie s  w ith  i t  a  p a ra lle l c la ss  con fu sio n . T he  " o u ts id e r  se lf"  some c r i t ic s  
h a v e  called  W right is  a c tu a lly  a  man b e tw een  c la s s e s : a  m an condem ned b y
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b lack  Chicago w o rk ers  as a  bou rgeo is "who ta lk s  like a  b o o k , '1 b u t  a  man 
n e v e r th e le s s  devo ted  to  a r tic u la tin g  th e  economic o p p ress io n  of so u th e rn  
b lac k s  from  th e  p e rso n a l s ta n d p o in t of h av in g  b een  th e r e ,  a s  h is  "How Jim 
Crow Feels" te s t i f ie s .36 T he q u estio n s teem ing in  B lack Boy w hich s e rv e  
to  c o n tra d ic t th e  se lf-a u th o riz a tio n  a rg u e d  fo r  a r ise  from  th is  d isc u rs iv e  
an d  social ca teg o ry  confusion , an d  no t from a  S a r tre a n  th eo re tic a l r ig o r .  
T he  ab sen ce  o f iron ic  d is tan ce  in  th e  te x t  su g g e s tiv e ly  u n d e rsc o re s  th e  
immediacy of th e se  q u e s tio n s  fo r  W right a s  he w ro te  B lack Boy in  th e  m id- 
1930s.
If  we com pare fo r a  moment W righ t's an d  S a r t r e ’s trea tm en t of th e  
m ind a s  th e  a g e n t se c u rin g  th e  m etaphysical a u th o riza tio n  them atized  in  
B lack Boy a n d  T he W ords, th e  sign ificance  of W righ t's d isc u rs iv e  
confusion  in  in v e n tin g  an d  q u estio n in g  h is  se lf-a u th o riz a tio n  will become 
c le a re r . In  B lack Boy th e  mind (in c lu d in g  th o u g h ts  a n d  fee lin g s) o f th e  
in d iv id u a l is  th e  in s tru m e n t of redem p tion . T he mind c o n s titu te s  th e  
a g e n c y  sy stem atica lly  w ithheld  from b lack s b y  th e ir  a c c u ltu ra tio n  in  ra c is t  
so u th e rn  c u ltu re . In  th is  w ay, th e  neg a tio n  of b lacks in  W estern c u ltu re  
m aps on to  th e i r  ab sen ce  of m ind; an d  c o n v e rse ly , th e ir  p o sitiv e  in fluence  
on th e  c u ltu re  o p p re ss in g  them  d ep en d s on th e  p re s e n c in g  of th e  b lack  
m ind. B a rb a ra  Johnson  exp la ins th e  p o ten tia l d a n g e r  of th is  
tra n s c e n d e n ta l  in v ers io n  betw een  b lack  ab sen ce  an d  b lack  p re s e n c e . T he 
b lack  m ind, t ra p p e d  in  th is  system  of n eg a tio n , r is k s  re p lic a tin g  th e  
logocen tric  e r ro r s  o f th e  hum anist w hite mind while su s ta in in g  i ts  position  
of O th e rn e s s . B u t B lack Boy e x h ib its  th e  phenom enon of " re p e titio n  w ith  
a  d iffe ren ce"  in so fa r  a s  th e  se lf - fa th e r in g  fic tions e ra d ic a tin g  th e  
f a th e r /b o d y  a re  u ltim ately  q u e s tio n e d .37 W righ t's acknow ledgem ent of
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the p e rs is ten ce  of the  South in his iden tity  m itigates th e  agency of the  
so lita ry  ascending  mind: as Valerie Smith o b se rv es , a lthough  isolation (of 
the  mind) is the  site  of enunciation from which Wright beg in s , h is w ritings 
tend  to deconstruc t ra th e r  than  consolidate th is  iso la tion .38
In  c o n tra s t, the  mind pervades The Words as the  source and  object 
of change. The conversion th a t the  mind engineeers is a  conversion 
w ithin consciousness by  means of an  examination of consciousness: 
in ten tional consciousness is d irec ted  a t consciousness itse lf . Except fo r a 
few spurious refe rences to ea ting  and evacuation, and  to the  h a ircu t th a t 
transfo rm s Poulou into an  ugly  boy, the body is expunged from the  
n a rra tiv e ; the  a u th o r 's  mind is  everyw here though  h idden . By ignoring  
the  body in  th is  way, the  n a rra tiv e  su ggests  S a r tre ’s assum ption th a t ,  of 
c o u rse , th ink ing  is param ount. The revo lu tion /revelation  of th e  in te rio r 
in  The Words im itates S a r tre 's  philosophical realignm ent in  th e  ea rly  1940s 
w hen, a f te r  having  read  H eidegger, he became disillusioned w ith , though  
not fu lly  ex trica ted  from, the  H usserlian phenomenology of sub jec tiv ity . 
A ccording to B oschetti, H eidegger convinced S a rtre  of the  need to 
in te g ra te  the  "h isto ric ity" of man into his philosophy of free  
consciousness (55-56). Hence S a rtre 's  reo rien ta tion  of his "mission" as 
an  a u th o r: to affirm  his being  in -the-w orld , to affirm  the  social function  
of w rite rs  in  litte ra tu re  engagee . But th is p rogram 's caU to  action of 
free ly  choosing individuals shows S a rtre 's  p e rs is te n t adherence to the  
m etaphysics of sub jectiv ity  (based  on the  C artesian  cogito) tha t 
H eidegger ren o u n ces. S a r tre 's  philosophical dislocation and  relocation 
ap p ea r s till in -p ro g re ss  in  The W ords: the  w ar i t  wages on humanism was 
destined  to be compromised b y  its  hum anist o rien tation  in  the  mind of the
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sp e a k e r .39 Social criticism  only p iggybacks on the  m etaphysical 
(r)evo lu tions of the  mind.
T hus while both  Black Boy and The Words advance a c ritique  of 
se lf-au thorization  based  on questions of m etaphysical (because mental) 
illegitim acy, W right's illegitimacy is  sim ultaneously "colored" b y  th e  
pers is ten ce  of his racial origins in  the  South. Perhaps more than  
an y th in g , the  fu sin g  of m etaphysical and social issu es of illegitmacy in  
Black Boy accounts fo r the  fact th a t the  n a rra to r  comes to question  se lf­
authorization  ra th e r  than  the  au thorsh ip  th a t it au thorizes in  tu rn .  The 
Words c ritiq u es au thorsh ip  from a m etaphysical p e rsp ec tiv e , mobilizing its  
se lf-fa th e rin g  fictions to ren d e r ab su rd  a profession  over which S a rtre  
has re igned  in  various institu tional capacities fo r tw enty-five  y e a r s . B ut 
au tho rsh ip  is  never simply a m etaphysical question . Nor is it s tr ic tly  a  
tex tu a l question , as Valerie Smith tre a ts  it when she  equates " the  p rocess 
of au tho rsh ip" w ith " the  p rocesses of plot construction , charac teriza tion , 
and designation  of beginn ings and endings" (2 ). A uthorship  se rv e s , as 
S a rtre  almost g rudg ing ly  no tes , "some purpose" (LM 54), a lthough the  
agency betokened by  th e  a u th o r 's  te x ts  is not to tally  in  his o r h e r 
contro l. Editorial and pub lish ing  in s titu tio n s , wholly u n ad d ressed  b y  
th ese  two n a rra tiv e s  of childhood, condition the  agency of th e  au th o r a n d , 
depending  on th e ir  im pact, have the  power to e rad ica te  i t .  Published , 
prom oted, ed ited , in tro d u ced , tran s la ted  in  Les Temps M odernes, Black 
Boy physically  m anifests the  signs of institu tionalization  th a t i t  nowhere 
d irec tly  d iscusses . These signs con tribu te  to th e  n a rra tiv e 's  valorization 
of au tho rsh ip  b y  ind icating  the  pub lished  te x t 's  c ircu lative  pow er, while 
s tre n g th e n in g  th e  sense of the  a u th o r 's  derived  agency e x p re ssed  b y  th e
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n a r r a to r 's  q u estio n in g  am bivalence tow ards h is s e lf - fa th e r in g  se lf­
a u th o riza tio n  .
What sh if ts  w ith in  th e  c ritiq u e  of se lf-a u th o riz a tio n  w hen th e  
fa th e r s /o r ig in s  re p u d ia te d  an d  re c re a te d  be long  to  a  b lack  u n d e rc la ss?  
F i r s t ,  th e  v e ry  notion  of o rig in s is  d e s tab iliz ed , m oving from  a p u re ly  
m etaphysical level to  a  socio -m etaphysical lev e l. S econd , social an d  
d isc u rs iv e  r i f ts  in sc rib e d  w ith in  th e  se lf - fa th e r in g  fic tion  a re  em phasized 
in s te a d  of a  m erely ph ilosophical re s itu a tio n  of a u th o r i ty  w ith in  a  
co n tin u o u sly  b o u rgeo is sym bolic. T h ird , f a r  from  re fu t in g  th e  
h ie ra rc h ic a l pow er of a u th o rsh ip  p re d ic a te d  on b o u rg eo is  indiv idalism  an d  
a c c e n tin g  th e  fic tion  of a u th o r i ty , th e  b lack  s e lf - fa th e r in g  fic tion  opens 
q u e s tio n s  co n ce rn in g  th e  a u th o r ity  of f ic tio n , th e  pow er of a u th o rs h ip . 
Seen in  th is  w ay, th e  se lf - fa th e r in g  fic tions of B lack Boy an sw er th e  
a u th o ria l nihilism  of T he  Words in s te a d  of th e  o th e r  way a ro u n d .
In q u iry  2: I t  a s to u n d e d  me th a t  a  man had  h is  place, m arked  ou t fo r  him.
His p lace: a  n o th in g n ess  hollowed ou t b y  u n iv e rsa l 
e x p ec ta tio n , a n  inv is ib le  womb from  w hich , so i t  seem ed, one 
could su d d e n ly  be re b o rn  (T he W ords 91).
T he p ro c e sse s  b y  w hich S a r tre  an d  W right f a th e r  th em se lv es, as 
re p re s e n te d  in  th e ir  re sp e c tiv e  a u th o b io g ra p h ie s , may invoke a  
p a tr i lin e a g e , b u t  th e  sp ace  in to  w hich th e y  a re  re b o rn  is  an  a p p ro p r ia te d  
fem ale sp a ce . As S a r t r e ’s w ords above s u g g e s t ,  "an  in v is ib le  womb"— 
seem ingly  u n a tta c h e d  to  a  woman, b u t  w ith a  wom an's re p ro d u c tiv e  
cap a c ity —fu n c tio n s  in  th e  se lf - fa th e r in g  d isco u rse  a s  a  rh e to r ic a l sp ace  
in  w hich th e  w r i te r 's  w ords can  e re c t ( th e  m asculine v e rb  is  f i t t in g  h e re )  
a  wholly new , wholly self-m ade id e n ti ty  fo r  h im self. T he a p p ro p ria tio n  of 
th e  womb an d  th e  b ir th in g  p ro c e ss  in  W righ t's  a n d  S a r t r e 's  s e lf - fa th e r in g
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f ic tio n s  s ig n a ls  th a t th e  p ro c e ss  o f "g y n es is"  occu rs  in  th e se  m aste r 
n a r r a t iv e s .  A ccord ing  to Alice J a rd in e 's  th e o ry  of g y n e s is , m odern 
n a r ra t iv e s  b y  men w hich e x p re s s  a  c ris is  in  p a tr ia rc h a l leg itim ation o ften  
c re a te  a  sp ace  w ith in  them se lves, a  fem inine sp a ce , w hich Ja rd in e  calls a  
"g y n em a": "a w om an-in -effect th a t  is  n e v e r  s tab le  an d  h as no id e n tity "  
( G ynesis 25) . In  th is  in q u iry  I will s t r e tc h  my o v e rre a d in g  of T he W ords 
to  s tu d y  i ts  u n d e rly in g  rh e to r ic  of g e n d e r :  spec ifica lly , to d em o n stra te  
th e  s ig n ifican ce  of th e  fem inine b ir th in g  space  w ith in  fic tions th a t  
o therw ise  a re  com pletely a n d ro c e n tr ic  in  th e ir  concep tua lization  of th e  
ideo logy  o f a u th o rs h ip . B ecause S a r t r e ’s is  a  more e x a g g e ra te d  fic tio n  of 
s e lf - fa th e r in g  th a n  W rig h t's , I will focus on how th e  coherence  o f th e  
a u to b io g rap h ica l q u e s tio n in g  of a u th o rsh ip  in  T he Words d ep en d s on a  
d isp lacem ent of th e  m other an d  a  denial of Poulou 's o rig in s  w ith in  h e r .
T h e  e n tire  p lo t o f se lf-a u th o riz a tio n , s t r e tc h in g  from  th e  "fake  
ch ild" (84) to  th e  d e a d -in -life  a u th o r , coheres a ro u n d  S a r t r e 's  p rem ise  
th a t  he is  an  "o rp h an "  (53 ). How can  he be  an  o rp h a n  w hen h e  lives w ith  
h is  m o ther who re a r s  him in  h e r  p a re n ts ’ home? T he  idea  of Poulou’s 
o rphanhood  is  p a te n tly  fa lse , b u t i t  may su g g e s t a " t ru th "  a b o u t th e  
S a r tre  w ritin g  T h e  W ords: th a t of h is  p e rs is te n t  d e s ire  to  be a n  o rp h a n , 
th e  ad o lescen t fa n ta sy  w hich sh o re s  u p  a  ch ild 's  se n se  of rad ic a l autonom y 
in  th e  w o rld . D esirin g  su c h  in d iv id u a tio n , S a r tre  sim ply n u llifies  h is  
m o ther’s  ro le  in  h is e x is te n c e . From th e  o u tse t o f h is  d e sc r ip tio n  of A nne 
M arie, a s  he  calls h e r ,  S a r tre  renam es th e ir  re la tio n sh ip :
Whom w ould I obey? I am show n a  y o u n g  g ia n te s s , I am to ld  
s h e ’s my m other . I m yself would tak e  h e r  r a th e r  fo r  an  e ld e r  
s i s t e r .  T h a t v irg in  who is  u n d e r  su rv e illan c e , who is  o b ed ien t to  
e v e ry o n e , I can see  v e ry  well th a t  s h e 's  th e re  to  se rv e  m e. I love 
h e r ,  b u t  how can  I re s p e c t h e r  if  no one e lse  does? T h e re  a re  th re e  
bedroom s in  o u r home: my g ra n d fa th e r 's ,  my g ra n d m o th e r 's , an d
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th e  " c h i ld re n 's .” The "ch ild ren" a re  we: bo th  alike a re  m inors and  
b o th  alike a re  su p p o rte d . B ut all consideration  is  fo r  me. A yo u n g  
g ir l 's  bed  has been  p u t in to  my room. T he g irl s leep s alone and  
aw akens ch as te ly . I am still s leep ing  w hen she  h u rr ie s  to th e  
bathroom  to take  h e r  " tu b ."  She comes back  all d re s s e d . How 
could I have been  b o rn  of her?  (21).
T hough  re fe r re d  to  h e re  and  elsew here as "e ld e r s is te r"  (5 4 ), A nne Marie
is in fan tilized  in  th is  passage  su ch  th a t she  a p p ea rs  r a th e r  to  be  Poulou 's
ju n io r. Nowhere in  th e  te x t does S a r tre  question  o r c ritiq u e  h is  ch ild ish
vision of h e r  g ir lish n e s s . His th re e  questions in  th e  above p a ssa g e —
"Whom would I obey? . . . how can  I re sp e c t h e r  if  no one e lse  does? . . .
How could I have been  b o rn  of h e r? " —all ind icate  an  aw areness th a t  as
A nne M arie's son he  owes h e r  re sp e c t and  obedience; b u t in  q u estio n in g
w hat a u th o rity  he sen ses  is  h e r  d u e , even  a t a  d is tan ce  of f if ty  y e a rs ,
S a r tre  rep lica tes  h is  p a tr ia rc h a l g ra n d fa th e r 's  condescend ing  view of h e r
and  m asters h e r  w ith h is rh e to ric .
When he a s k s , "How could I have been  b o rn  of he r?"  S a r t r e 's  v ision
o verlays Poulou 's in  a  jo in t repud ia tion  of A nne Marie as h is o rig in . O th e r
th a n  th e  one place in  th e  te x t w here he  in d ire c tly  acknow ledges him self to
be  " th e  son of a  widow" (in  d isc u ss in g  a f r ie n d 's  sim ilarity  to  him self
[2 2 4 ]), S a r tre  s tr ic t ly  em phasizes h is ab sen t p a te rn a l o rig in . S everal
tim es in  th e  n a rra t iv e , he  (and  no t Poulou) specu la tes on how th e  p ro ce ss
of se lf-au th o riza tio n  would have n e v e r  b eg u n  " if my fa th e r  w ere alive"
(32 ). If  he  had  liv ed , th in k s  S a r tre , th e  fa th e r  would have p ro v id ed
Poulou w ith a  s tab le  sen se  of o rig in s so th a t  "I would know my r ig h ts  an d
my d u tie s"  (32 ). M aternal o rig ins a re  th u s  su p e rse d ed  b y  p a te rn a l
o r ig in s , even  a b sen t o n es, on account of th e  law w hich th e  fa th e r
r e p r e s e n ts . T he language of th e  law alluded  to  e a rlie r  in  th is  c h a p te r
occu rs in  those  p laces in  th e  te x t  w here th e  a b se n t fa th e r  is  d isc u sse d ;
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th e  law of the  fa th e r  is  the  11 m andate” which would have g rounded  S a r tre 's  
id en tity  and  ind iv iduated  him unquestionab ly  as a  son . The absence of 
th e  fa th e r  does not diminish th e  desire  fo r th is  ind iv iduation ; S a r tre 's  
focus on h is fa th e r 's  absence ind icates th a t he  y e t defines himself (o r 
does no t) w ith re sp ec t to p a tria rch a l law.
D orothy D innerstein  explains how the  law of the  fa th e r  ( i . e . , 
p a tr ia rc h a l law, encom passing legal sy s tem s, in stitu tiona l a u th o rity , and  
th e  symbolic h ie ra rch ies th a t b u t tr e s s  them) is linked to  fa th e rs ' 
u n c e rta in ty  of p a te rn ity . C iting anthropological s tu d ie s , D innerste in  
con tends th a t " the  tenuousness of [ fa th e rs ']  physical tie  to th e  young” 
lies beh ind  th e  in itiation  r ite s  of bo th  prim itive and  m odern c u ltu re s  in  
which fa th e rs  "symbolically and  passionate ly  affirm  th a t  it is th ey  who 
have them selves c rea ted  human b e in g s , as compared w ith th e  mere flesh  
spaw ned b y  woman” (80). In  h e r  essays on m others an d  so n s , A drienne 
Rich quo tes similar s tu d ies  of tr ib a l societies: "T his sp ir itu a l re b ir th  
sign ifies th e  b ir th  of th e  'h ig h e r ' man who, even  on th e  prim itive level, is 
associated  w ith consciousness, th e  ego, and  will pow er. . . . The m an's 
w orld , re p re se n tin g  'h e a v e n ,1 s tan d s  fo r law and tra d itio n , fo r th e  gods 
of aforetim e, so fa r  as th ey  w ere m asculine gods” (quo ted  in  Of Woman 
199). B racke ting  fo r  th e  moment the  issu e  of re b ir th in g , I w ant to s tre s s  
h e re  how th e  law of th e  fa th e r  underlies th e  induction  of th e  son into 
civ ilization , w ith the  bequea tha l of th e  "h ig h e r” pow er of civ ilization as 
th e  rew ard  fo r  th is  induction . I would su g g e s t th a t  S a r tre 's  re te n tio n  of 
th e  fa th e r 's  law as th a t which a rb itra te s  h is id en tity  form ation (an d  r e ­
form ation ad  nauseam ) re flec ts  th a t w ithin h is challenge to a u th o rsh ip  lies
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a qu ite  trad itional percep tion  of au tho rsh ip  as an in h eren tly  p a tria rch a l 
in s titu tio n .
Of cou rse , S a r tre 's  focus on th e  fa th e r 's  law from the  son 's  
p e rsp ec tiv e  rev e rse s  the  civilizing p rocess D innerstein  d escrib es , 
reh ea rs in g  instead  the  son 's complicity in  negating  his m other's pow er as 
physica l o rig in  in  o rd e r to reap  civilization 's rew ards . The re b ir th in g  
p rocess which S a rtre  in s is ts  upon exp resses the  anx ie ty  of the  son over 
h is m other's power which psychoanalytic resea rch  docum ents. R ich's 
s tu d y  on m othering begins w ith the  prem ise th a t " the  male mind has 
always been haun ted  by  the  force of the  idea of dependence on a  woman 
fo r life i ts e lf , th e  son 's  constant effo rt to assim ilate, compensate fo r , o r 
deny  the  fact th a t he is  'of woman bo rn '"  (Of Woman 11; a u th o r 's  
em phasis). This statem ent is suppo rted  b y  Susan B ordo 's provocative 
psychoanaly tic  s tu d y  of C artesian  philosophy, "The M asculinization of 
T h o u g h t."  Bordo theorizes th a t the  b ir th  of th e  C artesian  su b jec t—a 
S artre -lik e  individual who " s ta r t[ s ]  anew, alone, w ithout influence from 
th e  p a s t or o th er people, with the  guidance of reason  alone" (448)—is not 
th e  end in  itse lf  b u t ra th e r  a  means of a tten u a tin g  the  separa tion  anx ie ty  
from the  m other experienced b y  the  male ch ild . The separa tion  is bo th  
fea red  and desired : the  son both fears  the  ru p tu re  in  his p e rfec t union 
w ith the  m other and desires the  autonomy which will coun terac t the  lack of 
d ifferen tia tion  from h e r  which he feels in his infantile  dependence on h e r 
(449). But th is  anx ie ty  is  in to lerab le. Bordo sa y s , "One mode of dealing 
w ith [grow ing u p , th a t p ro ject of] separation  is  th ro u g h  th e  denial of any  
longing fo r th a t lost union th rough  an  a sse rtio n  of se lf aga in st th e  m other 
and  all th a t she  re p re se n ts  and  a rejection of dependency on her" (451) .
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Like a tex tbook  case , S a r tre 's  u t te r  rep re ss io n  of his m other's m othering 
role in  h is o rig ins po in ts to a  denial of con tinu ity  betw een him self and  h e r  
and  of th e  an x ie ty  th is  con tinu ity  might occasion. In stead  of pa in  and  
longing , th e n , Poulou's m astery  is  s tre s se d , to  th e  e x te n t th a t he even  
env is ions , though  obliquely , an  incestuous rela tionsh ip  w ith h is Anne 
M arie. 40
S a r tre 's  fiction of se lf-fa th e rin g  as a s to ry  and  c ritiq u e  of 
a u th o rsh ip  p u sh es  the  psych ic  rep ress io n  of th e  m other to i ts  logical 
conclusion. A ssum ing the  role of c h ild -b e a re r , Poulou claim s, "I keep 
c rea tin g  m yself; I am th e  g iv er and th e  g ift" (32 ). His b ir th in g  abilities 
app ly  not only to th e  creation  of him self, how ever, b u t  to h is s to ry -  
making ab ilities in  general: "I knew i t ,  I was p re g n a n t,"  S a r tre  say s  in  
d e sc rib in g  how Poulou "gives b ir th "  to a  response  to an  a d u lt 's  question  
(70). In  h e r  e ssay  "Womb Envy: An E xplanatory  C oncep t,"  Eva Feder 
K ittay  e stab lish es th e  psychoanaly tic  roo ts fo r  p a tr ia rc h y 's  ap p ro p ria tio n  
of b ir th in g  as a  concept fo r conceptualization and  a r tis tic  p ro c e sse s .
K ittay  exp lo res th e  ambivalence of a so n 's  p e rcep tio n  of h is m other's 
b ir th in g  ab ility : " [H ]e re  is a  desired  capacity  which only an  in fe rio r 
be ing  can p o ss e s s , and  h e r  in fe rio r s ta tu s  is intim ately tied  to h e r  un ique  
possession  of th a t capacity . Is  i t  th en  th a t he  lea rn s th a t  su ch  d esires  
a re  unw orthy  of him . . . and  th a t he m ust reva lue  and  devalue 
b ir th g iv in g  (and  re la ted  n u r tu r in g )  if  he him self is  not to  be  devalued  
and  th o u g h t 'unworthy* of h is manhood?" (104) . Maybe th e  w eigh tiest 
ev idence th a t  f i r s t  Poulou's and  th en  S a r tre 's  c ris is  in  legitim acy is  
som ething more th an  a  s to ry  is  h is / th e ir  devaluation  of ac tu a l b i r th  and  
reva luation  of b ir th in g  in  term s of psych ic  and  a r tis t ic  c rea tio n .
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C ertain ly , his percep tion  of Anne M arie's in ferio rity —"bu t how can I 
respec t h e r  if no one else does?”—would account for S a r tre 's  need to 
demote and  displace h e r himself—firs t  in  life, and again  in  n a r r a t iv e /1 
For the  fiction th rough  which S a rtre  authorizes h is fiction of se lf­
au thoriza tion , The W ords, is a f te r  all a recap itu lation , a re -p re sen ta tio n  
of th e  au tho r-iza tion  p rocess remembered and reinven ted  over fifty  
y e a r s . In  th is  recap itu lation  S a rtre  re inven ts  himself as an incessan t 
re in v en te r of himself—and continues th is  pose of himself as au th o r of 
himself, indeed no th ing  b u t an  a u th o r-se lf . With som ething like 
M ontaigne's hu b ris  in claiming h is consubstan tiality  with his book, S a rtre  
claims, "I began my life as I shall no doubt end i t:  am idst books" (40; 
Montaigne 281). The g rea t d ifference betw een M ontaigne's Essays and 
S a r tre 's  n a rra tiv e , how ever—th e  le t te r 's  linear and u ltra-log ical p lo t— 
d istingu ishes M ontaigne's w riting  self from S a rtre 's  p o rtra it  of the  au th o r 
as a  young  boy. Indeed , the  v e ry  rig o r of th e  S artrean  logic in  
rep re se n tin g  his se lf-fa th e rin g  fictions qu ite  se ts  The Words a p a rt from 
Black Boy. N evertheless, S a rtre  and W right similarly au thorize  fictions 
th a t a rg u e  fo r and  problem atize th e ir  radically  original be ing -in -the-w orld  
th ro u g h  a rep ress io n  of th e ir  m aternal b ir th . For all th e ir  preoccupation 
w ith o rig in s , th e ir  rhe to ric  is h a rd ly  o rig inal. T heir fictions of se lf- 
fa th e rin g  rep lay  D escartes ' drama of separa tion  anx ie ty  from the  feminine 
medieval cu ltu re  which sp lit sub ject (self) from object (m other) and 
concluded th a t "one can beg in  anew with reason  as one 's only p a ren t"  
(Bordo 449).
In  tu rn in g  now to women au th o b io g rap h ers , I leave the  masculine 
preoccupation w ith d iscovering /inven ting  o rig in s, which is n o t, co n tra ry
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to Marc B lan ch ard 's  b e lie f , a u n iv e rsa l p reo ccu p a tio n  of a u to b io g ra p h e rs  
o r  a u th o r s .42 T he c ris is  in  legitim ation in d iv id u a lly  ex p e rien c ed  an d  
re p re se n te d  b y  S a r tre  a n d  W right se ts  th e ir  q u e s tio n in g s  o f a u th o rsh ip  
a p a r t  from  S te in , de B eauvo ir, a n d  H u rs to n , w hose n a r ra t iv e s  s u g g e s t  
th e i r  re la tiv e  ease  w ith flu id  b o u n d arie s  of se lfh o o d . S te in 's  
A u tob iog raphy  of Alice B . T o k las , o v e rre ad  in  th e  n e x t c h a p te r , ev en  
com m unicates th is  ease  in  i ts  n a rra t iv e  p e rsp e c tiv e  an d  vo ice , w hich 
au th o rize  a  k in d  of com posite of S te in  an d  h e r  p a r tn e r ,  T ok las. While th e  
them e of legitim ation will r e c u r  in  th e  n e x t c h a p te r  a s  S te in  s tru g g le s  w ith  
acc ep tin g  th e  a u th o r- iz in g  p ro c e ss , h e r  c r is is  r e s u l ts ,  no t from  th e  lo ss , 
b u t  from  th e  accession  of leg itim acy. U ltim ately, S te in 's  tw o-volum e 
au th o b io g rap h ica l p ro jec t d e c o n s tru c ts  th e  C a rte s ian  epistem ology w hich 
o rg an izes  W righ t's an d  S a r t r e 's  s e lf - fa th e r in g  fic tio n s o f se lf­
au th o riza tio n  .
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w ith his troub les th a t the  w riter makes h is books . . . .  One no more p u ts  
one 's m isfortunes into a  book than  one p u ts  a model on th e  canvas; one is 
in sp ired  by  them , and th ey  remain what they  a re . One g e ts  p e rh ap s  a 
p assin g  relief in  p lacing oneself above them in  o rd e r to describe  them , b u t 
once the  book is fin ished , th e re  th ey  a re  again . In sin cerity  begins when 
th e  a r t is t  w ants to ascribe  a meaning to his m isfo rtunes, a  k ind  of 
immanent fina lity , and when he p ersuades himself th a t th ey  a re  th e re  in  
o rd e r  fo r him to speak  about them . When he ju stifies h is own su ffe rin g  by  
th is  ru s e , he inv ites lau g h te r; b u t he is contemptible if  he seeks to ju s tify  
those of o th e rs . . . .  [0 ]n e  does not redeem evil, one fig h ts  i t ;  th e  most 
beau tifu l book in  th e  world redeem s itse lf; it  also redeem s th e  a r t i s t .  But 
not the  man. Any more th an  the  man redeem s the a r t is t  . . . "  (What Is 
240; a u th o r 's  em phasis). S incerity  becomes a p re ss in g  issue  fo r S a r tre  in  
The W ords, as I d iscuss below. What is notable h e re  is th is  common 
ground  betw een Wright in  Black Boy and S a r tre : th a t m aking meaning in  
lan g u ag e /lite ra tu re  tran scen d s experience, b u t is  m eaningful only in  its  
prov isionality—or fictionality , incom pleteness—before  contingen t rea lity .
18. The opening sen tence  of "In troducing  Les Temps M odernes" s a y s , "All 
w rite rs  of m iddle-class orig in  have known the  tem ptation of 
irre sp o n s ib ility ."  S a rtre  is arguab ly  d irec ting  th is  essay  and  "What is
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L itera tu re?" a t a  m iddle-class audience, inso far as it  is a  call to action . 
The w orkers, by  the  essay 's  own term s, have no need of su ch  a call; b u t 
the  bourgeois in te llectual—again , in  th e  term s of the  e ssay —encum bered 
by  th e  "analytic cast of m ind," is enclosed on himself like "a pea in a can 
of p e a s ,"  "solid and indivisible" (What Is  247) .
19. I will quote th roughou t th is essay  from B ernard  Frechtm an's 
tran sla tion  of Les Mots since i t  p rovides an excellent English version  
w ithout any  loss of nuance.
20. In  "In troducing  Les Temps Modernes" S a r tre  sums up  bourgeois 
in te llectuals ' "legacy of irresponsib ility" in  th is way: "T hey su ffe r  from a 
lite ra ry  bad conscience and a re  no longer su re  w hether to w rite is 
adm irable o r g ro tesque" (What Is 250). The Words dem onstrates th a t th is  
is a th in ly  d isguised statem ent of personal su ffe rin g .
21. See "In troducing  Les Temps Modernes" What Is 257: " [0 ]n e  
constitu tes  oneself as a bourgeois by  choosing, once and  fo r  a ll, a  certa in  
analy tic  pe rspec tive  on the world which one attem pts to fo is t on all men 
and which excludes the  perception  of collective rea lities . To th a t  e x te n t, 
the  bourgeois defense is in a sense perm anen t, and  is ind istingu ishab le  
from th e  bourgeoisie itself" (au th o r 's  em phasis).
22. Jane  P . Tompkins cites some of the  earlie st responses to  The Words 
and observes th a t "the more com prehensive essays a rg u e  cogently  th a t 
S a r tre 's  au tobiography rev e rse s  his ea rlie r notion of the  se lf a s  radically  
f re e , and dem onstrates instead  th a t man is a  c rea tu re  of social 
circum stance, the  p riso n e r of his background  and u p b rin g in g " ; in  
"S a rtre  R esartu s: A Reading of Les Mots" C ritical E ssays on Jean-P au l 
S a rtre  (B oston, MA: G. K. Hall, 1988) 272, note 1. The autonom y of the  
ind iv idual, the  notion of social agency which co rresponds to  S a r tre 's  
notion in  Being and  N othingness of the  "radically  free"  se lf , indeed 
possesses positive value th roughou t the  1940s e ssay s , which a re  devoted 
to upholding th is  autonomy: "O ur journal will be devoted to defending  
[the] autonomy and  the  r ig h ts  of the  individual" ("In tro d u c in g  Les Temps 
M odernes" What Is 265). But it is unclear w hether S a rtre  has p u t aside 
th is  autonomy in The W ords.
23. Paul John Eakin's ch ap ter on S a rtre  generally  a rg u es  tow ards the  
conclusion th a t The Words is " rep resen ta tiv e  of the  human condition in  
general" (179). A discussion of the  te x t 's  patrological rh e to ric  in  th is  
ch ap te r 's  second in q u iry  will challenge Eakin 's hum anistic conclusion. 
Eakin opposes his view to those of Philippe L ejeune, in  h is c h ap te r on 
S a rtre  in  Le pacte  au tobiographique (P aris : Seuil, 1975), and Jose 
H u erta s-Jo u rd a , in  "The Place of Les Mots in  S a r tre 's  Philosophy,"
Review of M etaphysics 21 (1967-1968): 724-744, among o th e rs .
24. "In troduc ing  Les Temps M odernes" specifies S a r tre 's  dialectical view 
of th e  rela tionship  betw een th e  individual and society , th u s  bely ing  the  
views of l it te ra tu re  engagee which emphasize th e  ind iv idual's  freedom  
w ithin th is  program . In th is  essay  he contends th a t "man is conditioned 
to ta lly  b y  h is situation  and th e  cen te r of irreduc ib le  indeterm inacy"
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(264; a u th o r 's  e m p h a s is ) . While i t  is  no t so u n d  p ra c tic e  to  ca teg o rica lly  
in te r p r e t  an  a u th o r 's  w orks in  th e  lig h t of h is own p h ilo so p h y , a 
d ia lec tica l view  of th e  th e o ry  of S a r t r e 's  se lf-a u th o riz a tio n  in  T he  W ords 
en ab les  an  in v es tig a tio n  of i ts  pa tro log ica l rh e to r ic —of S a r t r e 's  trea tm e n t 
o f h is  biological f a th e r ,  h is g ra n d fa th e r ,  a n d  h is  re la tio n sh ip  to  th e  modes 
of th in k in g  th e  la t te r  r e p r e s e n ts .
25. In  S a r tre  a s  B io g rap h e r (C am bridge, MA: H arv a rd  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  
1980) Collins o b se rv e s , "T he elim ination of p a re n ta l  a u th o r i ty  th a t  S a r tre  
sa y s  he  e x p erien ced  to  a co nsiderab le  d eg ree  does no t r e s u l t  in  th e  to ta l 
ab sen c e  of a  su p e reg o  b u t r a th e r  fixes th e  su p e reg o  a t  a  p re -o e d ip a l 
s ta g e ."  T he  r e s u l t ,  h e  s a y s ,  is  th a t  fo r  S a r tre  "no a u th o r i ty  is  fe lt  to  be  
leg itim ate ."  B u t la te r  Collins o b sc u res  th e  d is tin c tio n  he m akes b y  
p o s itin g  th a t  th e  su p e reg o  challenges a u th o r i ty :  " it . . . m akes i t  po ssib le  
fo r  th e  cen so r to be censo red"  (192, 193). Could n o t S a r t r e 's  s e a rc h  fo r  a  
m andate to rep la ce  th a t  of h is  a b se n t fa th e r  b e  c o n s tru e d  a s  a  challenge  to 
a u th o r i ty  v ia  th e  ag en cy  of h is  in te rn a l censor?  T he q u es tio n  of S a r t r e 's  
ego  form ation rem ains an  open  one in  T he W ords.
26. In  "C onversa tions w ith  Jean -P au l S a r tre "  Simone de B eauvo ir in c ite s  
S a r tr e  to  d iscu ss  h is  reac tio n  to  h is s te p fa th e r  an d  th e  e ffe c ts  o f th is  
tro u b le d  re la tio n sh ip  on h is choice to be a w r ite r ;  A d ieux: A Farew ell to 
S a r t r e ,  t r a n s .  P a tr ic k  O 'B rian  (New Y ork: P an theon  B ooks, 1984) 144- 
145. See also L ejeune, Le p ac te  204-206, 220-221.
27. T h ro u g h o u t h is c h a p te r  on S a r tre ,  Eakin b lu rs  th e  im p o rtan t 
d is tin c tio n  betw een  in d iv id u a ls  who do a n d  do no t w rite  fo r  a  liv in g  in  
o rd e r  to  a rg u e  th a t  S a r t r e 's  d isco v e ry  of h is o rig in  in  w ords is 
" re p re s e n ta tiv e  of th e  hum an condition in  g en era l"  (179). E akin a rg u e s  
fo r  th is  re p re se n ta tiv e  s ta tu s  in  o rd e r  to  a d d re s s  th e  fa c t/f ic tio n  d eb a te  
w ith in  au to b io g rap h ica l th e o ry  a n d  to  u se  S a r t r e 's  own th e o ry  a s  a  m eans 
of a rg u in g  u n iv e rsa lly  fo r  th e  co -de term ina tion  of th e se  an tinom ies. What 
is  lo st in  th is  a rg u m e n t, how ever, is S a r t r e 's  own b rill ia n t c r itiq u e  of th e  
re p u d ia tio n  of h is to ry  in  su c h  a  se lf-c o n s titu tiv e  th e o ry ; w hat is  "gained" 
is  a  leve ling  of social d iffe ren ces  betw een  in d iv id u a ls  a s  well a s  a u th o rs  in  
o rd e r  to  u n iv e rsa lize  a th e o ry  ou tlin in g  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  lan g u ag e  
a n d  peop le .
28. L ejeune also  recogn izes  th e  m etaphysical a rg u m en t u n d e rly in g  th e  
th e o ry  of se lf-a u th o riz a tio n  p re s e n te d  an d  exem plified in  T he W ords (Le 
P ac te  207-209).
29. Q uoted in  H en ry  Louis G ates, J r . , B lack L ite ra tu re  7.
30. See a lso  A nna B o sc h e tti 's  c h a p te r  " L ite ra ry  D e b u t,"  T he  In te lle c tu a l 
E n te rp r is e , t r a n s .  R ich ard  C . M cCleary (E v an sto n , IL: N o rth w e ste rn  
U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1988) 24-58. B oschetti h e lp s u s  see  how S a r t r e 's  
th e o re tic a l r ig o r  s e rv e d  to  help  him con tro l th e  l i te ra ry  es tab lish m en t he  
em erged  in to , well b e fo re  th e  w ritin g  of T he W ords. B osche tti d e sc r ib e s  
S a r t r e 's  u se  of th eo re tica l r ig o r  in  an a ly z in g  h is  own w orks a s  a  d e fen siv e  
s t r a te g y  a g a in s t w ould-be c rit ic s :  " S a r tre 's  co n fid en t to n e , h is 
ph ilo soph ical t i t le s ,  an d  th e  r ig o r  w hich ta k e n  s in g ly  h is  a n a ly se s  seem  to
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hav e  a s  a  r e s u l t  of th e  a p p a re n tly  sy stem atic  n a tu re  of a w ay of sp e a k in g  
w hich d raw s on th e  most consum m ate ph ilosoph ical rh e to r ic  all w ork  
to g e th e r  to  d isco u rag e  a n y  e ffec tiv e  co u n te ro ffen siv e  from  a  w eak-w illed  
l i te ra ry  w orld . [S a r t r e 's  e ssa y s  on h is  w ork] th u s  p la y  o b jec tiv e ly  a  
dec isive  ro le  in  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  an d  th e  co n secra tio n  of th e  image of 
S a r tr e  th e  a u th o r"  (47 ).
31. N otab ly , th e  de fin ition  of "b ad  fa ith "  Tom kins app lies is  S a r t r e 's  own 
d e fin itio n , cu lled  from  B eing  an d  N o th in g n ess . T he p e rso n  of b a d  fa ith  
th in k s ,  " le t u s  flee  a n g u ish  b y  try in g  to g ra s p  o u rse lv es  from  o u ts id e  a s  
if  we w ere  o th e r , o r  as if  we w ere a  th in g ."  And so he r e t r e a ts  to  "a 
sp ace  w here  no re p ro a c h  can  reach  me since  w hat I t r u ly  am is my 
tra n sc e n d e n c e ; I fle e , I e sca p e , I leave my ra g s  in  th e  h a n d s  of th e  fa u l t­
f in d e r"  (Tom kins 278, 279; S a r t r e 's  em p h asis).
32. S . B enyon Jo h n , "Self-Im age an d  S e lf-D isc losu re  in  S a r t r e 's  
A u tob iog raph ica l W ritin g s ,"  Moy Qui Me V oy : T he W riter a n d  th e  S elf from  
M ontaigne to  L eiris (New Y ork : O xford  U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1989) 148-150.
33. S a r t r e 's  re sp o n se , c h a ra c te r is tic a lly , is  equ ivocally  can d id . "I th in k
I may have  a  little  more ta len t th a n  a n o th e r  m an, a  s lig h tly  m ore developed  
in te llig en ce . B u t th e se  a re  only phenom ena whose o rig in  rem ains an  
in te llig en ce  equal to  my n e ig h b o r 's  o r a  se n s it iv ity  equal to  my 
n e ig h b o r 's . I do no t th in k  I have  su p e r io r ity  o f a n y  k in d . My s u p e r io r i ty  
is  my b o o k s , in so fa r  as th e y  a re  good, b u t  th e  n e x t man also  h as h is  
su p e r io r i ty —it may be  th e  b a g  of ho t c h e s tn u ts  he  se lls  a t  a cafe door in  
w in te r . Each man has h is own su p e r io r i ty . For my p a r t ,  I 'v e  c h o sen  th is  
one" ("C o n v ersa tio n "  161-162).
34. S a r tre  does s a y , how ever, in  de B eau v o ir 's  "C o n v ersa tio n s"  w ith  him , 
"As fo r  T he W ords» th a t  I d id  t r y  to  w rite  well" (166).
35. In  "C o n s tru c tin g  th e  S u b jec t: D eco n s tru c tin g  th e  T e x t ,"  C a th e rin e  
B elsey  d e sc rib e s  th e  p ro c e ss  b y  w hich women a re  b o th  p ro d u c e d  a n d  
in h ib ite d  b y  c o n tra d ic to ry  d isc o u rses  in  a  way th a t  s t r ik e s  me a s  w holly 
app licab le  to  W righ t's  d isc u rs iv e  s tru g g le s  in  B lack B oy: " th e  
d isp lacem ent o f su b je c tiv ity  a c ro ss  a  ra n g e  of d isc o u rse s  im plies a  ra n g e  
of p o sitio n s from  w hich th e  su b je c t g ra s p s  i ts e lf  a n d  i ts  re la tio n s  w ith  th e  
re a l ,  a n d  th e se  p o sitio n s may b e  incom patible o r  c o n tra d ic to ry . I t  is  
th e se  incom patib ilities an d  co n trad ic tio n s  w ith in  w hat is  ta k e n  fo r  g ra n te d  
w hich e x e r t  a  p r e s s u re  on co n cre te  in d iv id u a ls  to  seek  new , n on ­
c o n tra d ic to ry  su b je c t-p o s itio n s . Women a s  a  g ro u p  in  o u r  so c ie ty  a re  b o th  
p ro d u ce d  a n d  in h ib ited  b y  c o n tra d ic to ry  d isc o u rse s . V e ry  b ro a d ly , we 
p a r tic ip a te  b o th  in  th e  lib e ra l-h u m an is t d isco u rse  of freedom , s e lf -  
de te rm ina tion  a n d  ra tio n a lity  a n d  a t  th e  same time in  th e  specifica lly  
fem inine d isco u rse  o ffe red  b y  soc ie ty  o f subm ission , re la tiv e  in ad eq u acy  
an d  ir ra tio n a l in tu itio n . T he  a ttem p t to  locate a  s in g le  a n d  c o h e ren t 
su b je c t-p o s itio n  w ith in  th e se  c o n tra d ic to ry  d isc o u rse s , an d  in  
consequence  to  f in d  a  n o n -c o n tra d ic to ry  p a t te r n  of b e h a v io u r , c an  c re a te  
in to le rab le  p r e s s u r e s ."  Fem inist C riticism  a n d  Social C hange: S e x , C lass 
an d  Race in  L ite ra tu re  an d  C u ltu re , e d . J u d ith  Newton a n d  D eborah  
R osen fe lt (New Y ork : M ethuen, 1985) 50.
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36. S tep to  d isc u sse s  W right's " fa ilu re  to  a rticu la te "  in  sp eak in g  "above" 
his b lack  p ro le ta r ian  audience in  "I T hough t I Knew T hese  People"
(Bloom, R ichard  59-60).
37. G ates d iscu sses  th e  phenom enon of " rep e titio n  w ith a  d iffe rence"  in  
Black L ite ra tu re  9 , 10.
38. While p e rh a p s  accep ting  a  little  too read ily  th e  p roposition  th a t  W right 
was "u n iq u e ,"  " th a t a specific  se t of fo rces an d  ex p erien ces  combined to  
make him who he w as,"  Smith n e v e rth e le ss  makes th e  in te re s tin g  
su g g estio n  th a t  W right w rites  him self out of isolation th ro u g h  B lack B oy , 
which "allowed him to  e s tab lish  contact w ith o th e r  people" (74).
39. In  h is  "L e tte r  on Humanism," M artin H eidegger: Basic W ritings (New 
Y ork: H arp er & Row, 1977), H eidegger re sp o n d s  to  S a r tr e ’s 1946 pub lic  
a d d re s s , "E xistentialism  Is  a  Humanism." David F a rre ll K rell, ed itin g  th e  
"L e tte r ,"  exp la ins th a t H eidegger s tro n g ly  c ritic ized  S a r t r e 's  affirm ation  
of th e  link  betw een  su b jec tiv ity  and ex isten tia lism : " th a t man’s freedom  to 
ac t is  ro o ted  in  su b je c tiv ity , which alone g ra n ts  man h is  d ig n ity , so th a t  
th e  C arte sian  cogito becomes th e  only possib le  po in t de  d e p a r t  fo r  
ex isten tia lism  an d  the  on ly  possib le  b as is  fo r  a  hum anism " (191). 
H e idegger's  "L ette r"  re je c ts  th e  conceptual th in k in g  endemic to 
m etaphysics in  an  e ffo rt to  "overcom e m etap h y sic s ,"  w hich th in k in g  
cannot overcome "b y  clim bing s till h ig h er"  (231). J u s t  a s  S a r t r e ’s e ssay  
re f le c ts  he  is  u n p re p a re d  to abandon  th e  m etaphysics of D esca rte s , T he 
Words show s h is con tinu ing  em broilm ent in  th e  hall of m irro rs of 
su b jec tiv e  se lf-concep tualiza tion .
40. S a r t r e 's  s tra n g e  d ig ressio n  on in ce s t be tw een  him self an d  th e  s is te r  
he  n e v e r  h ad  im presses me a s  a  s ign ifican t in s tan ce  of th e  s e lf -fa th e r in g  
fa n ta sy  I have no t y e t m entioned: th e  son env isions in te rc o u rse  w ith  th e  
m other in  one of th e  most ex trem e form s of denial of " th e  ac tual p a ss iv ity  
of h av in g  been  b o rn  from th a t o rig ina l s ta te  of union" (B ordo 452).
S a r tre  s a y s , "In  an y  case , had I been  a  b ro th e r  I would have been  
in ce s tu o u s . I would dream  th a t  I w as. A displacem ent? A cam ouflaging 
of fo rb id d en  feelings? T h a t 's  q u ite  p o ss ib le . I had  an  e ld e r  s i s te r ,  my 
m other, an d  I w anted  a y o u n g e r s is te r .  Even now—1963—th a t 's  th e  only 
fam ily re la tio n sh ip  w hich moves me" (54 ).
41. A t one p o in t in  th e  n a rra tiv e  S a r tre  b re a k s  th e  sa rd o n ic  tone  and  
comments in  a p p a re n t e a rn e s t ,  "My g ra n d fa th e r  su p p o r ts  me an d  I make 
him h a p p y ; my m other devo tes h e rse lf  to  all of u s .  When I th in k  of it  
now, only th a t devotion seems tru e  to  me, b u t  we ten d ed  to overlook it"  
(32 ). In  th u s  re g is te r in g  h is b e la ted  ap p rec ia tio n  fo r  h is m o ther's  c a re , 
S a r tre  ac tu a lly  re in fo rces h is e a rlie r  claims of h e r  in fe r io r ity . R ich 
e x p la in s , "Denial of . . . a n x ie ty  tow ard  th e  m other can  tak e  m any form s: 
th e  need  to view h e r  as A ngel of th e  Home, unam bivalently  lov ing , is  
m erely  one" (189). If  th e  angel did no t have an  in fe rio r  s ta tu s  in  h e r  
home, how could "we" have  th e  au d ac ity  to overlook h e r?
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42. In  "T he C ritique  of A u tob iography ,"  Com parative L ite ra tu re  34 
(1982), B lanchard  sounds more like an advocate of au tob iograph ical ta il-  
chasing  of o rig ins th an  a c ritic : " [T ]h e  s tu d y  of a  l ite ra tu re  of se lf  
m andates a  reactiva tion  of th e  sea rch  fo r  an o rig in , fo r a  re fe ren ce  which 
would not only p recede  all judgm ents b u t  would also an ted a te  all p rev ious 
g u a ran tees  fo r  p a s t  judgm ents" (98; my em phasis). B lanchard 's  u se  of 
"m andate" certa in ly  invokes the  p a tria rc h a l fa th e r ’s  law which S a r tre , fo r 
one, a t  least a ttem pts to con fron t.
C hapter 3 From The A utobiography of Alice B . Toklas to
E verybody 's A utobiography: A uthorizing and 
D econstructing  G ertrude  S tein 's S ignatu re
G ertru d e  S tein  has th e  dubious honor of be ing  one of th e  few women 
au tob iographers reg u la rly  w ritten  about in  au tobiography criticism  and 
th e o ry . Even before  th e  efflorescence of women's au tob iography  th eo ry  
in  the  1980s, S te in 's te x ts  were routinely  included in  male th e o ris ts ' 
assessm ents of m odernist o r American au tob iography ; in  fa c t, two of th e  
most recen t stud ies b y  men of American autobiography showcase S te in 's  
t e x t s .1 Women th eo ris ts  of au tob iography , pe rh ap s suspicious of th is  
overexposu re  of S tein  to th e  male gaze, have evinced some w ariness about 
h e r  position in  trad itions of women's au tob iography . An exception in th is  
climate of cau tiousness, C atharine Stimpson has stud ied  S tein 's life and 
w ritings repeated ly  an d , w ith charac teristic  in s ig h t, has challenged 
women c ritics of au tob iography  to consider the  p a rticu la r m arginality  of 
S te in 's  w riting  position as an  expatria te  lesbian in  early  tw en tie th - 
c en tu ry  P a r is .2 B ut th is  challenge founders with the  difficulties ra ised  
b y  S te in 's  self-proclaim ed deafness to  the  feminist en te rp rise  of h e r  tim e, 
b y  h e r  p ro g ressiv e ly  conservative politics, and b y  h e r  re la tive  silence 
about p riv a te  m atte rs—including h e r  sex u a lity .3 A ccording to C arolyn 
H eilbrun , while Stein might be th e  subject of "radically  new 
considerations of female b iography  and au tob iography , . . .  in  fac t [she] 
has not been so trea te d "  (W riting 29).
T his s ta s is  in  women th e o ris ts ' in te re s t in  S te in 's au tob iographies is 
also a ttr ib u ta b le  to  the  general p rac tice  of focusing on h e r  f i r s t  
au tob iog raphy , The A utobiography of Alice B . T ok las. read ing  i t  as  th e
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epitome of h e r  w ork , and severing  it from e ith e r h e r  experim ental poetics 
o r h e r  o th er au tob iograph ies. A num ber of problem s re su lt from th is  
p rac tice . The formal audacity  of The A utobiography endows Stein w ith a 
bo ld , co h eren t, confident au thorial iden tity  d iscoverable nowhere in  h e r 
o th e r w ritin g s . In  addition , the  n a rra tiv e ’s accessib ility  to re a d e rs  
becomes understood  as the  norm, causing  h e r o th e r , less rea d e r-frien d ly  
w orks to d is a p p o in t /  Finally, The A utobiography, when read  in 
isolation from S te in 's  o th er w orks, and especially from S te in 's  la te r  
au tob iog raph ies, assum es an ah isto rica l, rep re sen ta tiv e  s ta tu s  in  h e r  life- 
w ritings a t  odds w ith the  te x t 's  h istorical s itu a ted n ess , bo th  in  the  
contex t of S te in 's  life and in  the  context of tw en tie th -cen tu ry  lite ra ry  
au tob iography . T his last problem may be th e  most tro u b lin g  asp ec t of 
fem inist alienation from S tein . When fem inist c ritic s  acquiesce to th e  
ty ra n n y  of The A utobiography and  ignore its  place in  S te in 's  w riting , 
th ey  dem onstrate a  critical naivete th a t ru n s  co n tra ry  to the  en d u rin g  
fem inist p ro jec t of recovering  the  h is to ry  of women's tex tual p roduction . 
A lthough read in g  S te in 's  au tobiographies in  rela tion  to one an o th e r is  the  
s u re s t  way to  recu p era te  h e r  h is to ry  and contextualize h e r  
au thob iog raph ics, c ritics have typically  sh ied  from th is  m ethod.5
T his c h ap te r 's  focus on the  composition, con tex t, and  rela tionship  
of S te in 's f i r s t  two autobiographies th u s ex tends criticism  of h e r  
au tobiographies in  im portant w ays. I t  also helps p u t into p rac tica l 
p e rsp ec tiv e  th e  c u rre n t feminist theoretical debate  on a u th o rsh ip . I 
a rg u e  fo r th e  need to  read  S tein 's A utobiography of Alice B . Toklas and 
E verybody 's A utobiography jo intly  as an  autobiographical h is to ry  th ro u g h  
which Stein c re a te s , q u e rie s , and ultim ately d eco n stru c ts  th e  s ig n a tu re
ho ld ing  to g e th e r  h e r  au th o ria l id e n tity . C en tra l to th is  c h a p te r  is  S te in ’s 
fu sio n  of q u estio n s abou t au tob iog raphy  and  a u th o rsh ip  over th e  is su e  of 
h e r  s ig n a tu re 's  au th o r-iza tio n . S tein  ex h ib its  a p ecu lia r am bivalence 
th ro u g h o u t h e r  au tob iograph ical p ro jec t tow ard th e  s ta tu s  of h e r  
s ig n a tu re . She d es ire s  to  au th o rize  i t  th ro u g h  au tob iog raph ica l w ritin g ; 
th e n  d a u n te d  b y  i ts  c ircu la tive  autonom y an d  pow er an d  i ts  id e n ti ty -  
b e a r in g  fu n c tio n —both  re s u lts  of The A u tob iog raphy’s  su c c e ss—sh e  
d e s ire s  to expose  th e  "no th ing" beh ind  it and  au tob iog raph ica l n a rra tiv e  
in  h e r  second  au to b io g rap h y .
An im portan t question  in  th is  analy sis  concerns how to  s itu a te  
S te in 's  id io sy n cra tic  d is /p la y  of h e r  s ig n a tu re  w ith in  th e  co n tex t of 
c u r r e n t  fem inist d eb a tes  in  au tob iog raphy  an d  d eco n stru c tio n is t th eo ries  
concerned  w ith  th e  function  of th e  s ig n a tu re . How does S te in ’s c ritiq u e  
of h e r  own au th o riza tio n  and  of h e r  own ex p erien ces o f a u th o rsh ip  
illum inate th e  conflicts of women a u th o rs  who adop t th e  p a tr ia rc h a l 
a u th o r ity  of th e  s ig n a tu re ?  What compromise is  w orked  o u t be tw een  th e  
pow er of pu b lic  c ircu la tion  and  th e  subm ission to p a tr ia rc h a l in s titu tio n s  
of law and  p ro p e rty ?  How does S te in ’s au thob iog raph ica l h is to ry  
epitom ize th e  h a za rd s  fo r  fem inist au to b io g rap h ers  w ork ing  in  a  g e n re  
d ep en d en t on th e  s ig n a tu re 's  a u th o rity  and  its  id e n tity  w ith  i ts  b e a re r?
T he p ro g re s s  of th is  c h a p te r  conform s to  th e  h is to ry  of th e  te x ts  
while a t  th e  same time re fle c tin g  th e  p r io r ity  of th e se  q u e s tio n s . I p re fa ce  
th e  te x tu a l an a ly sis  of T he A utob iography  an d  E very b o d y 's  
A u tob iog raphy  w ith  a  rev iew  of th e  most canonical position  on  th e  ro le  of 
th e  s ig n a tu re  in  au to b io g rap h y , Philippe L ejeune 's th e o ry  o f th e  
au tob iog raph ica l c o n tra c t, and  a  fem inist re sp o n se  to  th e  q u estio n s  of
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s ig n a to ria l a u th o r i ty  b eg g ed  b y  th is  c o n tra c t. T h is p re fa c e  s e rv e s  to 
fo re g ro u n d  th e  sa lie n t fem inist is su e s  of th e  a u th o ria l s ig n a tu re  w hich 
gu ide  th e  su b se q u e n t an a ly sis  o f S te in 's  a u to b io g ra p h ie s .
I T he A u tob iog raph ica l C o n trac t Reviewed
In  h e r  in tro d u c to ry  e ssa y  to T he Female A u to g ra p h , Domna C . 
S tan to n  voices th e  now commonplace view  of S te in 's  A u to b io g rap h y  of 
Alice B . Toklas a s  "a te x t  w hich openly  re je c ts  th e  ’au to b io g rap h ica l p a c t ’ 
of id e n tity  be tw een  a re a l p e rs o n , th e  su b je c t, an d  th e  ob jec t of 
en u n c ia tio n ” (1 5 ). I t  n eed s  to  b e  a sk ed  how S te in  could  re je c t a  p a c t no t 
in  c ircu la tio n  a t  th e  time sh e  w rote h e r  f i r s t  a u to b io g ra p h y . In  f a c t ,  th e  
a u th o r  of th e  c o n tra c tu a l ag reem en t be tw een  a u to b io g ra p h e r  an d  re a d e r  
econom ically term ed  th e  "au tob iog raph ica l p a c t” is  P h ilippe L e jeune , a  
P a ris  re s id e n t b o rn  in  1938, th e  same y e a r  S te in 's  second  a u to b io g rap h y  
a p p e a re d . No d o u b t S tan to n  in te n d ed  to d e sc rib e  a  p ro le p tic  rea c tio n  on 
S te in 's  p a r t  to  L ejeune 's th e o ry : a  re jec tio n  of a se t  of conven tiona l ru le s  
w hich Lejeune la te r  exposed  and  re n d e re d  canonical as gu id e lin es  fo r  
in te rp re t in g  a u to b io g ra p h y . B u t to  a rg u e  th u s  e n tire ly  b y p a s se s  th e  fa c t 
th a t  th e  "au tob iog raph ica l p a c t"  was conceived  of and  a u th o r- iz e d  b y  a  
male l i te ra ry  th e o r is t  liv in g  mainly in  th e  second  p a r t  o f th e  tw e n tie th  
c e n tu ry . A nd to igno re  th e  o rig in s  of th e  th e o ry  o b sc u re s  one of th e  m ost 
in te re s tin g  a sp e c ts  of S ta n to n 's  v iew point fo r  th e o r is ts  o f a u to b io g ra p h y : 
to  w it , th a t  th e o rie s  of au to b io g rap h y  to  a  la rg e  d e g re e  sh a p e  re a d in g s  of 
a u to b io g ra p h y . T hough  th e se  th e o rie s  a re  "seco n d ary "  to  th e  t e x t ,  o f ten  
b y  v ir tu e  o f ch rono logy  b u t  more rea d ily  b y  v ir tu e  of th e  c ritic a l h a b it  of 
p r iv ile g in g  th e  w ork , th e  p rim acy  o f th e  th e o ry  o ften  m an ifests  i ts e lf  in
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o u r  read in g s  of au to b io g rap h ies . As a  consequence , w hen we a re  t ry in g
to re se e  te x ts ,  a s  I am try in g  to re see  S te in 's  a u to b io g rap h ie s , we need  to
re s e e /re v is e  th e  th eo ries  th a t p rov ide  th e  norm s and  term s of o u r
re a d in g s , norm s w hich may (as  in  S te in 's  case) gu ide  o u r  no tions of w hat
is  su b v e rs iv e  in  te x ts .  To help  shake  up  th e  (th eo re tica lly ) norm ative
rea d in g s  of S te in 's  f i r s t  two au to b io g rap h ies , th e n , I will rev iew  L ejeune 's
"au tob iog raph ical p a c t ."
W riting contem poraneously  w ith th e  Tel Quel g roup  asso c ia ted  w ith
Roland B a r th e s , Philippe Lejeune also makes q u estio n s of a u th o rsh ip
c e n tra l to h is b es t-k n o w n  th e o ry . B ut w hereas th e  Tel Quel g ro u p
rep laces  th e  notion  of a u th o r  w ith th a t of " s c r ip te u r ,"  Lejeune m aintains
th a t  th e  "anonym ous" l ite ra tu re  th u s  im agined will n e v e r  be  rea lized  in
p ra c tic e  ( th a t  i s ,  in  p r in t)  (On A utob iography  20) . L eaving  a s id e  th e
q u estio n s of in ten tionalism  posed  b y  th e  Tel Quel g ro u p , Lejeune
em braces th e  rea litie s  of a u th o rsh ip  as determ ined  b y  legal an d  p u b lish in g
conven tions . In d ee d , he  g ro u n d s h is  th eo ry  of a u to b io g rap h y  on  th e
p u b lish in g  conven tions and  codes th a t  make a  p r in te d  te x t  a n  a u th o re d
one. Not th a t  Lejeune fancies him self th e  champion of a u th o rs . To th e
c o n tra ry , he  th eo rize s  au tob iog raphy  as a  re a d e r  of te x ts :
By ta k in g  as th e  s ta r t in g  po in t th e  position  of th e  r e a d e r ,  (w hich is  
mine, th e  only one I know w ell), I have th e  chance to u n d e rs ta n d  
more c learly  how th e  te x ts  function  ( th e  d iffe ren ces in  how th e y  
fu n c tio n ) since  th e y  w ere w ritte n  fo r  u s ,  r e a d e r s ,  an d  in  re a d in g  
them , i t  is  we who make them  function  (On A u tob iog raphy  4 ) .
I t  is  th u s  fo r  th e  rea d e r/h im se lf  th a t  Lejeune so u g h t to  define
au to b io g rap h y  in  h is  1975 e ssa y  an d  book b y  th e  same nam e, Le p a c te
au to b io g rap h iq u e . And th e  defin ition  th a t  th e  e ssa y  e s tab lish es  is  th is
one: "A utob iography  (n a rra tiv e  rec o u n tin g  th e  life of th e  a u th o r)
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supposes th a t  th e re  is id en tity  of name betw een th e  a u th o r (su ch  as he 
f ig u re s , b y  h is nam e, on th e  c o v e r) , th e  n a rra to r  of th e  s to ry , and  the  
c h a ra c te r  who is b e ing  ta lked  about" (On A utobiography 12; Lejeune’s 
e m p h asis) .
T hroughou t h is  exp lanato ry  c h ap te r on th is  p a c t, Lejeune a ttem pts
to ju s tify  th e  p reem inent place assigned  th e  p ro p e r name in  th is
defin ition . The p ro p e r  name, he m aintains, is "the  deep su b jec t of
au tob iog raphy" ( On A utobiography 20). W hereas the  f ir s t-p e rs o n
p ronoun  "I" of au tob iography  has the  deictic function  of p o in tin g  to any
sp e a k e r  r e fe r r in g  d iscu rs iv e ly  to him self, th e  p ro p e r  name, acco rd ing  to
L ejeune, designates a  un ique  sp eak e r. And its  equ ivalen t in  w ritten
d isc o u rse , th e  s ig n a tu re , designates one enunciato r (On A utobiography
10, 11). The p ro p e r  name sums up  th e  "en tire  ex istence  of th e  p e rso n  we
call th e  a u th o r" as
th e  only m ark in  th e  te x t  of an  unquestionable  w o rld -b ey o n d -th e - 
te x t ,  re fe r r in g  to  a  rea l p e rso n , which re q u ire s  th a t we th u s  
a ttr ib u te  to  him, in  the  final an a ly sis , th e  resp o n sib ility  fo r  th e  
p roduction  of th e  whole w ritten  t e x t . . . . [T ]he  place ass ig n ed  to 
th is  name is e ssen tia l: i t  is linked, b y  a social convention , to th e  
p ledge of resp o n sib ility  of a  rea l p e rson  (On A utob iography  11; 
Lejeuners em p h asis).
However, Lejeune qualifies h is notion of th e  "person" named in
au tob iograph ical d isco u rse . Only th e  p ro p e r  names of a u th o rs  concern
him; th a t  is ,  only lite ra ry  au tob iog raphers in te re s t  him. A u thors a re  no t
rea lly  p e rso n s , he s a y s , and  may not "really" be a u th o rs  u n til th e ir
second book has been  pub lished  (On A utobiography 11). T he a u th o r  is
"sim ultaneously  a  socially responsib le  rea l p e rso n  and th e  p ro d u ce r  of a
d iscourse"  legitim ated b y  th e  pub lish in g  in s titu tio n  (On A utob iography
11). A nd th is  equivocal p riv a te /p u b lic  s ta tu s  of th e  a u th o r is  re flec ted  in
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the  two modes of g u a ran ty  underp inn ing  the  autobiographical c o n tra c t: 
the  p e rso n /a u th o r  m ust "honor h is /h e r  signa tu re"  and  the  s ig n a tu re  will 
be  guaran teed  by  "implicit and explicit codes of publication" (29). T hus 
the  con trac t hinges on th e  p e rso n /au th o r 's  will (to  "pledge" and  "honor" 
h is s ig n a tu re ) and  on the  impersonal system ic "will" of social—and I would 
a d d , cap ita lis t—conventions. 6
Lejeune's elisions betw een person  and a u th o r, name and  s ig n a tu re , 
a re  n e ith e r  in ad v erten t nor unreasonable. S tanton notes dism issively 
th a t Lejeune "confused th e  p ro p er name in  the te x t w ith the  au thoria l 
s igna tu re"  (10). I t  ra th e r  seems to me th a t bo th  the  s tre n g th s  and  th e  
w eaknesses of his theoretical pact devolve from th e  sub tle  way he 
combines a  psychology of naming to a logistics of the  s ig n a tu re 's  
in stitu tiona l fu n c tio n . Built into his th eo ry  is th e  not wholly rom antic 
notion th a t people care  about th e ir  names—at th e  le a s t, " the  name is 
n ev e r in d iffe re n t."  Lejeune contends th a t crucial to th e  " s to ry  of me" is 
th e  acquisition  of " th e  name received and  assum ed f i r s t—th e  fa th e r 's  
name—and especially th e  C hristian  name th a t d istingu ishes you from it"
(On A utobiography 21). (I will re tu rn  to  the  paternalism  ground ing  these  
a ssu m p tio n s .) However we feel about our nam es, he sa y s , we value them 
as a "v ita l s ta tis tic"  and  as a reposito ry  of id en tity : "each of u s  th in k s 
in stinc tive ly  th a t th e  essence of his be ing  is reg is te red "  in  "those  few 
le tte rs"  (On A utobiography 21). Here the  name assum es a metonymic 
function  of ex p ress in g  th e  being  ("essence") of th e  p erson  to whom it 
r e fe rs . To be su re , Lejeune's claims fo r the  u n iv ersa l applicability  of h is 
psycho-m ythology of names underm ines its  u sefu lness to his consideration  
of a u th o rs ' au tob iographies. Less unreasonab ly , Lejeune p robab ly
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in tends th is  psycho-m ythology of names to palliate th e  d ry  legal 
responsib ilities of the  au thorial s ig n a tu re  which really  ground  his 
con tractual th eo ry . Like it o r n o t, he in tim ates, a pub lished  name 
opera tes within an  informational system  th a t ,  fo r  b e tte r  o r w orse, assum es 
th e  p ro p e r name re fe rs  to the  s ig n e r of the  name. Id en tity , in  th is  way, 
constitu tes  "a f a c t ,” as opposed to the  fiction proposed  by  Paul John 
E ak in .7 In  pro leptic  response  to S tanton  (who w rote seven  y ears  a f te r  
him ), th e n , Lejeune rem arks th a t "autobiography is a  lite ra ry  gen re  
which . . . b es t m arks the  confusion of a u th o r and person" (On 
A utobiography 20). The confusion is not in  his mind b u t in the  
duplicitous p ro p e r name itse lf , which so lders personal and professional 
id en tity  th ro u g h  institu tional mediation.
In re p re se n tin g  a vexed relationship  betw een the p ro p e r  name and 
th e  s ig n a tu re , Lejeune is not w rong. And he is certa in ly  r ig h t in  
iden tify ing  the  p ro p er name in  its  au tho r-ized  version  as a  cen tra l issue  
in  au tob iographies. But h is articu la tion  of th e  autobiographical p ac t 
(presum ably "out there"  before  he au thorized  it)  does reveal problem atic 
assum ptions about bo th  th e  re fe ren tia lity  of the  s ig n a tu re  and  the  
supposedly  un iversa l "passion" fo r the  p ro p e r name (On A utobiography 
20). On the  one hand , h is th eo ry  too read ily  accep ts  the  conventions 
un derp inn ing  the  s ig n a tu re 's  circulative pow er. On the  o th e r h an d , it too 
quickly  assum es the  n eu tra lity  of these  conventions fo r rea l men and  
women who become a u th o rs . Lejeune's psychology of names and nam ing 
o ffers a  specifically m ale-oriented view about th e  m eaning of a name to its  
b e a re r , and  consequently  forecloses th e  idea of d ifference betw een m en's 
and  women's s ig n a tu re s .
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D eco n stru c tio n is t th e o r is ts ,  m ost n o tab ly  Ja cq u e s  D e rr id a , p ro v id e  
one a lte rn a tiv e  se t  of len ses  w ith  w hich to re -v iew  L ejeune 's assu m p tio n s 
ab o u t th e  s ig n a tu re 's  b in d in g  of te x tu a l an d  re fe re n tia l m a tte rs . While 
D errid a  h as  devo ted  m uch a tte n tio n  to  th e  p ro p e r  name a n d  th e  s ig n a tu re  
d e riv e d  from  it  a s  u n s ta b le  g u a ra n to rs  o f m eaning, Glas is h is  m ost 
th o ro u g h g o in g  c ritiq u e  of th e  way th e  s ig n a tu re  reg u la te s  re la tio n sh ip s  
betw een  a u to b io g ra p h e rs  a n d  th e ir  te x ts .  In  a p ro v o ca tiv e  e s sa y  Jan e  
Marie T odd exp la in s how Glas opens u p  L ejeune 's  th e se s  on th e  s ig n a to ria l 
c o n tra c t . 8 D e rrid a 's  fasc in a tio n  w ith  G enet's  jo u rn a ls , th e  te x t  g lo ssed  in  
G las, lies in  th e  "antonom asia" w ith  w hich G enet tran sfo rm s " th e  
s ig n a tu re  a s  so u rc e , s u n , n o n -f ig u re , in to  th e  p ro p e r  name as flow er 
[ g e n e t ] , th a t  is  th e  p ro p e r  name a s  a  common noun" (T odd  7 ) . T h ro u g h  
" th e  o p e ra tio n  of an tonom asia ,"  G enet "does n o th in g  b u t  s ig n  w ith  th e  
flow er of h is  p ro p e r  nam e,"  l i t te r in g  h is  te x t  w ith  f ig u ra l s u b s ti tu te s  fo r  a  
s ig n a tu re  (T odd  11). T odd m aintains th a t  th ro u g h  m anipulation of th e  
s ig n a tu re 's  m etaphoric  p la s tic ity , G enet's  te x t  d is ru p ts  e x tra te x tu a l  
re fe re n c e  to  an  a u th o r . R e fe rr in g  o u t to  no o n e , th e  s ig n a tu re  a u th o rs  
lite ra lly  no one . N am eplay, a n d  no t re p re se n ta tio n s  of G en e t's  b io s , 
c o n s titu te  th is  a u to b io g rap h y .
Most germ ane to  a  c ritiq u e  of L ejeune 's p a c t is  T o d d 's  co n ten tio n  
th a t  G en e t's  f ig u ra l p la y  w ith  h is  name stem s from  h is  re fu sa l of th e  legal 
a sp e c t o f h is  nominal id e n tity  in  fa v o r o f a poe tic  o r  rh e to r ic a l one (1 0 ). 
E quivocally , ho w ev er, T odd acknow ledges th a t  th e  p lay  u ltim ately  
rea ffirm s th e  sun like  fu n c tio n  of th e  s ig n a tu re  (b y  w hich D e rrid a  m eans 
th a t  i t  o rg an izes  th e  d isc o u rse  a ro u n d  a  s ta b le  o rig in  of m eaning: th e  
e x tra te x tu a l  p e rso n  o f G enet) . T he  poe tic  in v es tig a tio n  of th e  name
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merely exposes its  double potential (as Lejeune observed) to ex p ress  its
b ea re r and  to function as the  au th o r 's  sign in  a  lite ra ry  contex t. D errida
ultim ately contends th a t Genet’s tex t is not governed b y  his s ig n a tu re ,
i . e . , th a t having  effloresced, the  name never re-coalesces into an
a u th o r 's  u n ita ry  sign . But I would d isagree. A fter all, the  a ttrib u tio n  of
the  autobiography to Genet the  real person  (in Lejeune's term s) is never
seriously  in  doubt in  Glas.
A more persuasive critique of Lejeune's autobiographical pact is
found in  S tan ton 's essay , which searches fo r a theoretical basis to posit
th e  difference in the  female subject inscribed  in  women's autobiography.
Like Nancy K. Miller, Stanton applauds and sh a re 's  Lejeune's rea d e r-
oriented  rhetorical position b u t questions the  rea lity  of an apolitical,
und ifferen tia ted  re a d e r .9 Stanton describes with evident vexation h e r
ambivalent reaction to Lejeune's notion of an authorial s igna tu re :
On the  one hand , 'au tho r' spelled the phallic myth of a u th o rity , not 
to speak  of the  pa triarchal institu tions of p ro p e rty  and law. On the  
o th e r, I wondered uncom fortably, what would th e  elimination of the 
s igna tu re  mean for women au tob iographers, whose tex ts  had y e t to 
be explored , acknowledged, and included in  the  lite ra ry  critical 
canons. B etter to b racke t the  question , I decided in  fru s tra tio n  
. . . ( 10) .
In  co n trast to deconstructionists who refuse  to acknowledge the  legal 
iden tity  bu ilt into the s ig n a tu re s , S tanton vacillates betw een a desire  to 
condemn the  pa triarchal institu tions in  which the  au thorial signa tu re  
operates and a desire  to champion women's exploitation of these  
in stitu tions to en su re  women's au tho rity  in canon form ation. By th e  end 
of the  essay  she concedes th a t ''th e  au tho r had n o t, and  perhaps could 
no t, a t p re sen t be [sic] eliminated" (17). Institu tional au tho rity  is 
necessary  to the  se lf-assertion  th a t Stanton sees as crucial to th e  w riting
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a n d  p u b lish in g  of a u to g y n o g ra p h y : " th e  g ra p h in g  of th e  au to  w as a n  a c t 
o f s e lf -a s s e r tio n  th a t den ied  and  re v e rs e d  women’s s ta tu s  [a s  o th e r ]"
(14) . Should S ta n to n 's  concession  be  in te rp re te d  a s  acq u iescen ce  b e fo re  
L ejeune 's  au to b io g rap h ica l c o n tra c t an d  th e  "po lic ing  re a d e r"  i t  
ad v o ca tes?  (S tan to n  17)
S ta n to n 's  am bivalence abou t L ejeune 's c o n tra c t, th e  phenom enon of 
a u th o rs h ip , and  th e  s ig n a tu re  th a t ,  in  sh o r th a n d  fa sh io n , r e p re s e n ts  th e  
te x t 's  reg u la tio n  an d  a p p ro p ria tio n  b y  p a tr ia rc h a l in s t i tu t io n s , is  
sym ptom atic o f a la rg e r  d isq u ie t am ongst fem inist th e o r is ts  s t ru g g lin g  to  
id e n tify  th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  to  in s titu tio n s  no t y e t d iv e s te d  of p a tr ia rc h a l 
o p era tiona l b a s e s . Few a re  so san g u in e  a s  C aro lyn  H eilb run  w hen she  
s a y s ,  "T h e re  a re  a lte rn a tiv e s  to th e  choice betw een  se ek in g  more space  
fo r  women in  th e  p a tr ia rc h y  an d  m oving o u t o f th e  p a tr ia rc h y  
a l to g e th e r ." 10 What a re  th e se  a lte rn a tiv e s?  Can th e y  be  a rtic u la te d  
w ith in  c ritic a l th e o ry , w hich a lre a d y  assum es th e  w r i te r 's  engagem ent 
w ith  th e  in s titu tio n a l sy s tem s in  q uestion?  Should  th e y  be? I t  is a  
re la tiv e ly  s h o r t  s te p  from  q u estio n in g  th e  in s titu tio n a l b ias o f L ejeune 's  
p a c t to  q u e s tio n in g , alw ays a t  th e  level of th e o ry , w hy women w ish  to  be  
a u th o rs /a u th o r - iz e  them selves a t  a ll. B u t th e  woman th e o r is t  a u th o riz in g  
th is  line of q u e s tio n in g  in  h e r  own sig n ed  te x t  d em o n stra te s  a  c ritic a l 
sc h izo p h re n ia , b e in g  of two m inds ab o u t em pow erm ent fo r  women w r i te r s .
T he d ifficu lties w hich com plicate a  specifica lly  fem in ist r e a d e r 's  
re sp o n se  a g a in s t L ejeune 's p a c t a re  m anifold. A t th e  m ost b asic  lev e l, to  
m arsha l a  c ritic a l reac tio n  a g a in s t th a t  w hich (as  Lejeune coolly o b se rv e s )  
is  p a r t  of th e  h is to ric a l re a lity  of a u th o rsh ip  in  o u r  tim e, p u ts  one in  a 
d e fen siv e  positio n  no t ju s t  tow ards th e  th e o ry  of th e  au to b io g rap h ica l p a c t
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b u t  to w ard s o n e 's  own im plication in  th is  p a c t ( in so fa r  a s  all a u th o re d
te x ts  a re  ca tego rized  b y  th e ir  s ig n a tu re s ) .  T h e re  d o e s , h o w ev er, e x is t
one simple v a n ta g e  p o in t from w hich to c ritiq u e  L ejeune 's  fo rm ula tion  of
th e  p a c t . I t  is  e a sy  to re p ro a c h  him fo r  no t reco g n iz in g  th a t  wom en's
re la tio n sh ip  to  th e ir  p ro p e r  nam es, an d  so to  th e ir  s ig n a tu re s ,  is
q u a lita tiv e ly  d if fe re n t from  m en 's . In  an  e x te n s iv e  m editation  on th is
is s u e , S a n d ra  G ilbert a n d  S usan  G u b ar w rite ,
F or woman in  o u r  c u ltu re , how ever, a  p ro p e r  name is  a t  b e s t  
p rob lem atic ; ev en  a s  i t  " in sc rib e s"  h e r  in to  th e  d isc o u rse  o f so c ie ty  
b y  d e s ig n a tin g  h e r  ro le as h e r  f a th e r 's  d a u g h te r , h e r  pa tronym ic  
e ffaces h e r  m atrilineage a n d  th u s  e ra se s  h e r  own p o sitio n  in  th e  
d isco u rse  of th e  fu tu re .  H er "p ro p e r"  nam e, th e re fo re , is  alw ays 
in  a  w ay im proper b ecau se  i t  is  n o t, in  th e  F re n ch  s e n s e , p r o p r e . 
h e r  ow n, e ith e r  to  have o r  to g ive  (24 ).
T h e ir  e s sa y  ex p lo rin g  women w r i te r s ' s tra te g ie s  to  name them selves and  
so to  a s s e r t  th e ir  "own" id e n titie s  in  fem inized s ig n a tu re s  y e t  b e g s  th e  
q u es tio n  of w h e th e r wom en's a p p ro p ria tio n  of th e  pow er of nam ing is  t r u ly  
su b v e rs iv e  to th e  p a t r ia r c h y .11 C e rta in ly , women w r i te r s ' am bivalence 
ab o u t th e  patronym ical b ag g ag e  o f th e ir  names may leave  women fee lin g  
cold a b o u t L ejeune 's  e x h o rta tio n  to  "honor" th e  s ig n a tu re . B u t b e s id es  
r e g is te r in g  a com plaint ab o u t th e  p u ta tiv e ly  e x p re ss iv e  q u a lity  of nam es, 
th e o r is ts  follow ing G ilb e rt and  G u b a r 's  lead can  voice little  more th a n  
d isc o n te n t w ith  a n  au to b io g rap h ica l c o n tra c t w hich show cases th e  
s ig n a tu re . A fte r a ll, th e  au tob iog raph ica l c o n tra c t h in g e s  a t  bottom  on 
th e  p u b lish in g  conven tions u n d e rw ritte n  b y  th e  s ta te ,  to w hich women 
w r ite r s  conform  in  o rd e r  to  be  p u b lish e d . Can a  woman w r i te r ,  sh o u ld  a 
woman w r i te r , sn u b  th e  p u b lish in g  c o n tra c t a n d  so rem ain a n  u n ­
a u th o rize d  w rite r?
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In  e sse n ce , th e  d ifficu lties  fac ing  fem inist th e o r is ts  a rg u in g  a g a in s t 
L ejeune 's p a c t d e riv e  from th e  pow er th a t  th e  a u th o r-iz e d  s ig n a tu re  
re p re s e n ts  w ith in  au tob iog raph ical d isco u rse : on th e  l i te ra ry  lev e l, th e  
pow er to b e  re a d  an d  to b e  h e a rd ; on a  financial lev e l, th e  pow er to make 
m oney, ach ieve se lf-su ff ie n c y , and  so to  e a rn  a liv ing  w ith o ne 's  w ritin g ; 
and  on th e  h is to rica l p lan e , th e  pow er to in tro d u ce  an d  c irc u la te , not ju s t  
a  woman's voice an d  not ju s t  one 's own voice, b u t o n e 's  own voice a s  a 
woman's voice, a  h is to rica lly  new voice, as g u a ra n tee d  b y  o n e 's  p e rh a p s  
im proper nam e. I t  may be easy  to take  Lejeune to  ta s k  fo r  t re a tin g  th e  
p u b lish in g  c o n tra c t as  ju s t  one more rea lity  th a t "people" /w r ite r s  face 
w ithou t also recogn iz ing  th a t  p u b lish in g  conventions a re  e ssen tia lly  and  
system ically  p a tr ia rc h a l . P re se rv in g  h is m asculin ist v iew point to th e  e n d , 
he  now here acknow ledges how th e  questions of agency  an d  empowerm ent 
a re  enfolded in to  h is  co n trac tu a l p riv ileg in g  of th e  s ig n a tu re . B u t how 
can  fem inist re a d e rs  supplem ent L ejeune 's co n trac tu a l th eo ry ?  O r more 
im p o rtan tly , how can  women a u th o rs  resp o n d  su b v e rs iv e ly  to  s ig n a to ria l 
conventions?
My w ork ing  re sp o n se  in  th is  e ssay  is  th a t fem in ists need  f i r s t  to 
cease b ra c k e tin g  th e  q u estio n  of th e  au th o ria l s ig n a tu re  a s  S tan to n  h as  
done. While th e  qu estio n  may no t be  so lved , p e r  s e ,  we can  a t leas t cease  
w re s tlin g  w ith  i t  in  a  th eo re tica l vacuum  and  r e tu rn  to women's 
au tob iog raph ica l (c o n )te x ts  w here questions of s ig n a to ria l em powerm ent 
come alive in  th e  w ritin g . Review ing L ejeune 's p a c t from a  fem inist 
v iew point above all c la rifies how, as a  th eo re tic ian , he  him self b ra c k e ts  
th e  social, m ateria l, and  l i te ra ry  issu es  em bedded in  th e  a u th o riza tio n  of 
th e  s ig n a tu re . We shou ld  no t do th e  same if  we w ish to  re se e  q u e s tio n s  of
a u th o r- iz a tio n —of women a s  a u th o rs  an d  a u th o b io g ra p h e rs . As h is to r ic a l 
a t t r ib u te s  of a u th o rs h ip , th e se  is su e s  a p p e rta in  to  th e  co n tex t of 
a u to b io g rap h y  a n d  belong in  th e  b e y o n d -th e - te x t-w o rld  w hich w e , 
p a ra d o x ica lly , d ep en d  on  th e  te x t  to  r e p re s e n t .  C o n seq u en tly , th e  
n a rra t iv e  s tr a te g ie s  w ith  w hich women re p re s e n t  th e  c o n te x t of th e ir  
a u to b io g rap h ica l w ritin g  p ra x is —in  N ancy K. M iller’s te rm s , th e  m ethods 
th e y  u se  to  "o v e rre ad "  them selves—assum e an  e x tra te x tu a l  im p o rtan ce . 
R ead ing  fo r  th e  s ig n a tu re  in  women's au to b io g rap h ies  in  th is  w ay h e lp s 
l ig h te n  th e  norm ative w eight of L ejeune 's p ac t in so fa r  a s  th e  s ig n a tu re  we 
e n c o u n te r  is  a  wom an's s ig n a tu re  o p e ra tin g  in  a  g e n d e re d  te x tu a l fie ld  
in s te a d  of th e  n e u tra l  s ig n  prem ised  b y  L ejeune. O v e rrea d in g  a lso  
e n s u re s  th a t th e  s ig n a tu re  read  f ig u re s  a s  a  s ig n  of pow er in te ra c t in g  in  a  
so c ia lly -d e fin ed , g e n d e r-d e f in e d  h is to rica l c o n te x t; th a t  th e  s ig n a tu re  
f ig u re s  a c ro ss  th e  a u th o r 's  specifica lly  fem inine h is to ry  in s te a d  of 
c o n s titu tin g  m erely  a m ark on th e  "m arg ins” of th e  t e x t—th e  tit le  p a g e .12
If  su c h  a re a d in g  of women's au to b io g rap h y  p ro d u ce s  a  p ic tu re  of 
th e  in te ra c tio n  be tw een  th e  lingu istic /sym bo lic  an d  so c ia l/in s titu tio n a l 
d im ensions of th e  s ig n a tu re , a ll th e  b e t te r .  At th e  v e ry  le a s t ,  a d o p tin g  a 
re v is io n a ry  s ta n ce  tow ards th e  au tob iog raph ica l c o n tra c t w hich 
h is to ric ize s  th e  a u th o ria l s ig n a tu re  allows s tu d e n ts  o f wom en's l i te ra ry  
a u to b io g ra p h y  to  exam ine th e  rea l-life  a t t r ib u te s  o f th e  "female 
a u to g ra p h "  in  th e  con flic ted  un ion  betw een  women a u to b io g ra p h e rs  an d  
th e  conven tions of a u th o rs h ip . T u rn in g  now to  th e  h is to ry  a n d  te x ts  o f 
G e r tru d e  S te in 's  f i r s t  two n a rra t iv e  a u to b io g rap h ie s , I will leave  b e h in d  
L ejeune 's  c o n tra c t a s  a  " te s t"  fo r  au to b io g rap h y  b u t  r e ta in  h is  in v a lu ab le  
focus on th e  a u th o r ’s s ig n a tu re . R ead ing  fo r  th e  s ig n a tu re  in  S te in 's
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au th o b io g rap h ies , I will a tten d  to  h e r  position as a  la rge ly  unpub lished  
lesb ian  w rite r  of experim ental l i te ra tu re . F ar from "b rack e tin g  the  
question" of th e  s ig n a tu re  as a m erely theo re tica l problem , S tein  exp lo red  
it  w ithin the  au tobiographical rep re sen ta tio n  of h e r  experience  of a u th o r­
ization . In  so doing, she  helps fem inists to re see  Lejeune’s co n trac t from 
a m aterial and  gendered  stan d p o in t.
II A uthorizing  the  S igna tu re : T he A utobiography of Alice B . Toklas 
When G ertru d e  S tein w rote The A utobiography of Alice B . T o k las , 
she  was f if ty -se v e n  y e a rs  old to Alice T oklas’s f if ty -f iv e , and  th e  two had 
been  liv ing  to g e th e r fo r tw en ty -five  y e a r s . T he la s t fac t receives m ention 
in  th e  te x t in  one of the  titles  G ertru d e  had  in v en ted  fo r  A lice's p roposed  
au tob iog raphy : "My Life With G ertru d e  Stein" (14, 251). T his title  
no tab ly  implies an  intim acy of re la tions now here exp licitly  d escribed  in  th e  
te x t ,  while h id ing  th a t intim acy in  th e  n e u tra l word "L ife"; and  it 
announces a celebration  of th a t life sh a red  w ith S te in , while su g g e s tin g — 
erro n eo u sly —th a t th e  celebration  is all on T oklas1 p a r t .  T oklas' coming to 
s ta y  w ith S tein  in  1910 was th e  most im portan t ev en t in  e ith e r  of th e ir  
liv es . Toklas go t a  lover; a "B aby"; th e  se c u rity  of commitment; an d  a 
life mission as n u r tu re r  out of th e  deal. And S tein  got a  h o u sek eep er; a  
p e rso n  w ith whom to sh a re  h e r  l ite ra ry  th eo rie s ; a  woman to m otivate, 
l ib e ra te , and  prom ote h e r  w riting  m etier; and  a  lover to s te ad y  h e r  
lesb ian  id e n tity . When she  was w riting  T he A utob iography  in  1932, S tein  
had  good enough reason  to ce leb ra te  h e r  life w ith Toklas b y  p ro v id in g  a 
rec o rd  of i t .  B ut The A utobiography does no t p rov ide  su ch  a  re c o rd . 
C o n tra ry  to Timothy Dow Adams' claim th a t i t  d irec tly  re f le c ts  " th e
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c loseness of [S te in 's ]  lov ing  re la tio n sh ip  w ith Alice T oklas" (22 ), th is  
au to b io g rap h y  is only enabled  b y  and  g ro u n d ed  in  th a t  re la tio n sh ip . T his 
f i r s t  o f S te in 's  au tob iog raph ies r a th e r  d irec tly  re fle c ts  S te in 's  conflicted  
d e s ire  to be  a su c ce ss fu l, a ccep ted , famous a u th o r .
P ieces S te in  w rote b e fo re  and  d u rin g  h e r  composition of T he 
A u tob iog raphy  ind icate  th e  d eg ree  to w hich th is  d e s ire  p reoccup ied  h e r . 
As ea rly  as 1926, in  "Composition as E xp lanation ,"  sh e  dwells on the  
problem s of com posing u n p o p u la r a r t . A bout th e  re jection  from  o th e r  
a r t i s t s  she  w rite s , " [T h e  a r t i s t 's ]  contem poraries who a re  also c re a tin g  
th e ir  own time re fu se  to  accep t . . . fo r  a  v e ry  simple rea so n  and  th a t  is  
th a t  th e y  do no t have  to accep t it  fo r  an y  reason" (27 ). "C rea tin g  th e ir  
own time" means fo r  S tein  c re a tin g  new com position. " In  th e  a r t s , "  she  
m ain tains, " th e  c re a to r  of th e  new  com position . . . is  a n  outlaw  u n til he  
is  a  c la ss ic , th e re  is  h a rd ly  a  moment in  betw een and  i t  is rea lly  too bad  
v e ry  m uch too bad  n a tu ra lly  fo r  th e  c rea to r"  ("Com position" 27). 
U ndoub ted ly , S te in 's  th o u g h ts  h e re  re flec t h e r  own d isco n ten t a t th e  
m ockery a n d  p a ro d y  th a t h e r  experim en tal w ritin g s  of th e  1910s an d  1920s 
e lic ited —when p u b lish ed : a  re sp o n se  th a t  Toklas* b io g ra p h e r, L inda 
Simon, calls a  "dub ious m easure of su ccess"  (137) . Success fo r  S te in  in  
th is  e ssa y  and  in  th e  w ritin g  of T he A utob iog raphy  means accep tan ce ; 
su ccess fu l a r t  means accep ted  o r "official a r t . "  P rophe tica lly , S te in  
announces in  "Composition a s  E xp lanation ,"  "For a  v e ry  long  time 
e v e ry b o d y  re fu se s  and  th en  alm ost w ithout a  p au se  alm ost ev e ry b o d y  
a c c e p t s . . . .  When th e  accep tance  com es, b y  th a t  accep tance  th e  th in g  
c re a te d  becomes a  c lassic" ("Com position" 28). She ex p erien ced  p rec ise ly  
th is  "vo lte-face" from  w ritin g  th e  A u to b io g rap h y .
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In 1931, Stein wrote two sh o rt pieces th a t consider h e r  need fo r , 
and  h e r fea r  of, acceptance b y  a  read e rsh ip . In  "Forensics" she  w rites , 
"At las t I am w riting  a popu lar novel,"  b u t th en  questions, "popular with 
w hom ."13 At g re a te r  leng th , in "Winning His Way. A N arrative  Poem of 
P o e try ,"  Stein considers the  "p leasure of fam e," b u t here  she queries the  
rela tionsh ip  betw een th e  poem’s creation and i ts  favorable recep tion :
Does a poem. Continue. Because of. A Kiss.
O r b ecau se . Of fu tu re  g re a tn e ss .
O r b ecau se . T here is no cause . . . .  14
The masculine pronoun "his" in  th is  poem's title  is  not an  inadvertence . 
S tein  freq u en tly  re fe rre d  to h e rse lf in  h e r sh o rt pieces and  ero tica  w ith 
the  masculine p ronoun , to Alice with the  feminine, and  in  th is  way defined 
th e ir  respec tive  roles w ithin a  he terosexual frame of re fe ren ce . T hough I 
will r e tu rn  to  the  question of S tein’s masculine p erso n a , it is im portant to 
recognize in  th is piece how little  certa in ty  a tten d s  S te in 's  male w rite r 
ro le-p lay ing . H er impulsion to w rite is uncom fortably caugh t betw een "a 
k iss"  and " fu tu re  g re a tn e ss ,"  betw een h e r  lesbian "p leasure" in  poem- 
making and  th e  masculine paradigm  of success—"fu tu re  g re a tn e s s ,"  
canonization.
S te in 's  vexed  desire  fo r au th o rsh ip , w itnessed in  th ese  p ieces, was 
complicated by  T oklas's p re s su re  on h e r  to succeed , to be  know n. In  
S tanzas In Meditation (1932), w ritten  sim ultaneously w ith The 
A utob iography , S tein composed what Linda Simon calls "an apologia fo r 
p roducing  a popular book" (348). The tr ic k  of w riting  in  Alice's voice in  
The A utobiography is d irec tly  alluded to in  S tanzas:
T his is  h e r  au tob iography  one of two
B ut which i t  is no one which it is  can know .15 .
But th e  Stanzas su g g est th a t Alice's role in  the  p roduction  of the
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au tobiography  is more active th an  passive . While S tein  acknowledges a  
sense of compromise—"I have been though t not to re sp ec t m yself/To have 
been  sold as w ishes"—she p e rsev e res  because of p re s su re  to w rite from 
Alice: "Shove is a  p roof of lo v e ."16 As in  "Winning His Way," Stein here  
appears  s tre tch ed  betw een h e r  love fo r Alice and desire  fo r fame in  the  
world beyond th e ir re la tionsh ip , only the  desire  seems p a ten tly  A lice's:
Tell me darling  te ll me tru e
Am I all the  world to you
And the  world of what does i t  c o n s is t.17
Shari B enstock, w riting  about Stein and  Toklas in Women of th e  Left 
B ank , emphasizes S te in 's  chagrin  over h e r difficulties in  g e ttin g  
pub lished  and re p re se n ts  the  m ature Stein of The A utobiography as 
unequivocally am bitious.18 Notably, E rnest Hemingway also su ggested  
th a t Stein was h u n g ry  fo r  popu lar a tten tion . In h is response  to The 
A utobiography in  The Green Hills of Africa (1935) he sa y s , "B ut I sw ear 
she was damned nice before she got am bitious."19 B ut as th e  pieces 
above su g g e s t, S tein  experienced  a conflicted desire  fo r som ething more 
th an  personal no to rie ty , and  Alice played a large  p a r t  in  u rg in g  Stein to 
seek  recognition. Linda Simon contends th a t Stein did not want to w rite  a 
memoir, and  implies th a t it  was not because a memoir would fail b u t 
because i t  would be a success: " It does not b o ther me not to  de ligh t 
them ," Stein sa id .20
Alice's role in  the  composition of The A utobiography only su rp r ise s  
rea d e rs  if  th ey  assum e th a t h e r  place in  th e  rela tionship  with S tein was 
recessiv e , sub jugated . A ccording to C atharine Stim pson, "To 
oversim plify the S tein /T oklas m arriage and menage is s tu p id . Toklas was 
also a willful woman whom Stein sough t to please" ("G ertrice" 130).
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B enstock  h e lp fu lly  e lab o ra tes  on th e  n a tu re  of S te in 's  d ep en d en ce  on 
T ok las. Alice su p p la n te d  Leo S te in  in  G e r tru d e 's  home an d  h e a r t  officially  
in  1910 w hen sh e  moved in  a t  27 ru e  de F le u ru s . Leo had  b een  a n y th in g  
b u t su p p o rtiv e  of G e r tru d e 's  w ritin g , w hich m ust have b een  h a rd  fo r  h e r  
to e n d u re  g iven  th a t  a t  th e  time of h e r  e x p a tr ia tio n  to  F ra n c e , re b o u n d in g  
from  an  u n h a p p y  a ffa ir  in  B altim ore, G e rtru d e  was in se c u re  a n d  
em otionally u n s ta b le  (B enstock  144) . 21 Since Leo w as sc o rn fu l o f h e r  
w ritin g , sh e  show ed him n o th in g  an d  ev en tu a lly  came to  d ep en d  on Pablo 
P icasso  as th e  man w ith  whom sh e  could sh a re  h e r  w ritin g  an d  th e o rie s  o f 
a r t . 22 When Alice e n te re d  h e r  life in  1907—a n  e v en t w hose im portance  
T he A u tob iog raphy  in s is ts  upon  b y  rep e a te d ly  re tu rn in g  to  i t  in  th e  f i r s t  
fo u r  c h a p te rs —th e  b re a k  w ith Leo irrev o c ab ly  o c c u rre d , a n d  Alice became 
th e  l ib e ra to r , a u d ito r , and  m otivator of S te in 's  em erg ing  v o ic e .23
A lthough  some fem inist c r itic s  may d islike  th e  a p p a re n tly  
h e te ro se x u a l model of m enage th a t  Toklas an d  S te in  p ro ce ed e d  to  se t u p , 
i t  w as an  en ab lin g  one fo r  them  d u r in g  th is  time w hen , a s  S tim pson n o te s , 
le sb ian s  w ere not w inn ing  an y  m edals an d  women's e ffo r ts  w ere ty p ica lly  
m et w ith  scepticism  ("G ertrice"  129, 135). In  an y  ca se , S te in 's  bo rrow ed  
tit le  a s  h u sb a n d  on ly  p laced  h e r  in  th e  d r iv e r 's  se a t of th e  co u p le 's  c a r ; 
o th e rw ise , as S tim pson n o te s , S te in  was o ften  th e  d ep en d e n t an d  Alice th e  
dependab le  one ("G ertrice"  132). S te in  ce leb ra te d  th e ir  re la tio n sh ip 's  
p le a su re  an d  su ccess  in  th e  s h o r t , p r iv a te  p ieces o f encoded  e ro tica  sh e  
w ro te  th ro u g h o u t th e  1910s an d  1920s, espec ially  d u r in g  th e i r  Mallorca 
a n d  B arcelona  t r ip s  d u r in g  World War I . T he couple a n d  S te in 's  w ritin g  
rem ained  iso la ted  and  p r iv a te ,  espec ially  a f te r  th e ir  fam ous salon  closed  in  
1913 a t  th e  o n se t of th e  w a r. S te in  w ro te , as she  sa id  in  M aking of
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A m ericans, " fo r  m yself an d  s t r a n g e r s ,"  an d  fo r  A lice—th e  su b je c t an d  
g u a ra n to r  of h e r  w ritin g . B efore S te in  e v e r  appea led  to  th e  p u b lic  a s  a  
w ould-be a u th o r  in  T he A u to b io g rap h y , Alice h ad  p r iv a te ly  a u th o rize d  
h e r  voice.
T he A u tob iog raphy  of Alice B . T oklas m arks a  new  s ta g e  in  S te in ’s 
re la tio n sh ip  to  h e r  w ritin g  an d  to  h e r  re a d e rs h ip . I t  d e p a r ts  from  h e r  
p r iv a te ,  experim en tal sh o r t  p iec es , b e re f t  an d  ev en  d e fia n t o f a  p u b lic , to  
jo in  th e  long  h is to ry  of m odern n a rra t iv e  au to b io g rap h y  g ro u n d ed  a t  le a s t 
s ince  R ousseau  in  claims of se lf-e x p o su re  g u a ra n te e d  to  a t t r a c t  an  
a u d ie n c e . In  some w ays S te in ’s choice of a u to b io g rap h y  a s  th e  medium in  
w hich to  in sc r ib e  h e r  conflicted  d e s ire  fo r  a u th o r i ty  an d  a u th o ria l su c ce ss  
is  com m onsensical; in  o th e r  w ays, p a rad o x ica l. S te in  u n d e rs to o d  h e rs e lf  
a s  a  w r ite r :  in  "An Am erican and  F rance" (1936), sh e  s a y s ,  "W riting and  
re a d in g  is  to  me synonom ous w ith e x is tin g "  (6 9 ) .24 C o n seq u en tly , fo r  
h e r  to  w rite  ab o u t h e rse lf  is  to  w rite  ab o u t a  w r i te r ,  an d  to  w rite  ab o u t 
a u th o ria l d e s ire s  is  to  w rite  ab o u t h e rs e lf .  H er a u th o b io g ra p h y , like  all 
a u th o b io g rap h ie s  in  th is  p ro je c t, in c rib e s  h e r  te n d e n c y  to  see  h e rs e lf  a s  
one who w r i te s ; b u t  while S te in  h ad  p le n ty  of ex p erien ce  b eh in d  h e r  as a 
w r ite r  b y  th e  time sh e  w ro te  h e r  f i r s t  a u to b io g ra p h y , u n lik e  S a r tre  an d  
W right sh e  had  n o t accep ted  th e  eq u a tio n  se lf= au tho r o r  th e  a ccess ib ility  
to  re a d e rs h ip  th a t  a tte n d s  a u th o rs h ip . In  w ritin g  T he  A u to b io g rap h y , 
S te in  a ttem p ts  to  c o u rt a  p u b lic , b u t  from  a fa r ,  in  A lice 's vo ice , w ithou t 
a p p a re n t  p e rso n a l im plication in  th e  f l ir ta tio n . S te in  b o th  d id  a n d  d id  n o t 
w an t to  h av e  an  a u th o r- iz e d  s ig n a tu re , b o th  d id  a n d  d id  no t w ant to  w rite  
a  memoir. A u to b io g rap h y , a s  Lejeune a rg u e s ,  alw ays r iv e ts  a tte n tio n  to  
th e  id e n ti ty  of th e  a u th o r  an d  to  th e  s ig n a tu re  as a  s ig n  of th is
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a u th o rsh ip ; S te in  d esired  only th e  second ha lf of th is  a tte n tio n , an d  th is  
only in  p a r t .  Her movement in to  th e  g en re  re p re se n ts  som ething  less  th a n  
acqu iescence  to th e  accep ted  au tob iograph ical p rac tic e  of ex p o sin g  th e  
consciousness of th e  p e rso n  beh ind  th e  a u th o r 's  s ig n a tu re . T he in s ta n t 
fame th a t  T he A utob iography  won ind ica tes th a t  i t  more th a n  fu lfilled  
S te in 's  and  T ok las 's  d esire  to a u th o r-ize  th e  s ig n a tu re  "G e rtru d e  S te in ."  
What n eed s to be  c larified  a re  th e  ways in  which th e  te x t  th w a rts  th e  
iden tifica tion  of S tein  as an  a u th o r and  re fle c ts  h e r  p ecu lia r conflict abou t 
a u th o rs h ip .
T he A utob iography  in terw eaves two n a rra tiv e ly  d isp e rse d  s to rie s  
ab o u t "G ertru d e  S te in " : th e  h is to ry  of h e r  as an  outlaw  w rite r  an d  th e  
h is to ry  of h e r  as a  re fu sed  a u th o r . "G ertru d e  S tein" is  th u s  s itu a te d  
som ewhere betw een  w rite r  and  a u th o r in  th is  te x t as th e se  two s to rie s  
re p re s e n tin g  h e r  th ir ty -y e a r  p rac tice  a t w ritin g  jo stle  one a n o th e r  fo r 
dom inance. Each is composed b y  various elem ents of th e  n a r r a t iv e : 
a n ec d o te s , ex p o sito ry  m editation, p lay  w ith re fe re n c e /re fe re n ts  an d  
v o ice . Of th e se  e lem ents, anecdo tes com prise th e  most a p p a re n t 
co n trib u tio n  to  th e se  h is to rie s—s h o r t ,  p o in ted , and  a p p a re n tly  coun tless 
m in i-s to rie s . T his fa c t in  itse lf  is  s ig n ifican t w hen ju d g in g  S te in 's  
re la tio n sh ip  to h e r  f i r s t  au th o b io g rap h y . In  lig h t of h e r  rem ark  to  
Hem ingway, rep o rte d  anecdotally  b y  Alice, th a t  "rem arks a re  no t 
l i te ra tu re ,"  we can assum e th a t  S te in  did  no t co n sid er T he A u tob iog raphy  
l i te ra tu re  in  th e  way th a t  she  did  "L ifting  Belly" o r  T en d e r B u tto n s . In  
s h o r t ,  th e  conversa tiona l, anecdo ta l s ty le  of th e  te x t  c o n tr ib u te s  to th e  
conflict I am calling a tten tio n  to  betw een  th e  h is to ry  of th e  w rite r  and  th e  
h is to ry  of th e  a u th o r- to -b e , a conflict b o th  occasioned b y  an d  exp lo red
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d u rin g  th e  w riting  of The A utob iography . D eceptively lig h t-to n ed  and  
care less  w ith f a c ts , th e  fab ric  of anecdotes p re sen te d  b y  "Alice" su g g e s ts  
th e  se rio u sn ess  of S te in 's  p riv a te  conflict over a u th o rsh ip .
T he h is to ry  of S tein  th e  outlaw w rite r generally  develops th e  th eo ry  
and  p rax is  of G ertru d e  S te in 's  w riting . This h is to ry  tak es as i ts  prem ise 
th e  th es is  th a t G ertrude  S tein  is  a  lite ra ry  g e n iu s . The n a rra to r  A lice's 
in sistence  a t  th e  beg inn ing  th a t S tein  is  one of th e  th re e  gen iuses she  
e v e r  m et, and  th a t she  in tu ited  th is g en iu s-q u a lity  befo re  e v e r  h ea rin g  
S tein  speak  o r w rite , se ts  th is  h is to ry  in  motion (5 ) . Michel Foucault 
contends th a t ben ea th  the  m odern conception of th e  a u th o r lies th e  fig u re  
of th e  g en iu s , whose poten tial fo r a  "p erp e tu a l su rg in g  of invention" 
re a d e rs  focus on in  o rd e r  to obscure  the  " th rif t"  and  economy of m eaning 
the  a u th o r-f ig u re  rea lly  in tro d u ces in  o u r critica l d iscussions (159). 
S te in 's  A utobiography fo reg rounds th is  p e rsona  of gen ius and  th e  
b rilliance th a t she  need  not even  dem onstrate  to sa tis fy  A lice; in  so 
do ing , how ever, it  shows S te in 's  re fu sa l to conflate th e  ideas of genius 
and  a u th o r. Several anecdotes re p re se n t S tein  as genius w rite r , roam ing 
P arisian  s tr e e ts  while concocting commaless sen tences th a t a re  th e  
hallm ark, th e  " tu n in g  fo rks"  of h e r  w riting  (206). C erta in  o th e rs , like F. 
S co tt F itzg e ra ld , sh a re  th is  g ift w ith sen tences (218). B ut in  th e  m ain, 
S te in  is  iso lated  in  h e r  devotion to th e  Sentence: "Sentences not only 
w ords b u t  sen tences and alw ays sen tences have been  G ertru d e  S te in 's  life 
long  passion" (41 ). Sim ilarly, she  is isolated in  h e r  n ig h t w ork , th e  
d escrip tio n  of which follows on th e  heels of th e  la s t se n te n c e : "And so she 
had  th en  an d  indeed  it las ted  p re tty  well to th e  w ar, which b roke  down so
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m any h a b its , sh e  had  th e n  th e  h a b it of b e g in n in g  h e r  w ork  a t  e leven  
o ’clock a t  n ig h t an d  w ork ing  u n til  th e  daw n” (41) .
In  ad d itio n  to  rev ea lin g  how G e rtru d e  S te in  w o rk s , th e  h is to ry  of 
th e  outlaw  w rite r  exp la in s th e  evolu tion  of S te in 's  l i te ra ry  e x p e rim e n ts .
In  a  p a ssa g e  fre q u e n tly  q u o te d , th e  n a r r a to r  Alice d e sc r ib e s  th e  
" to rm en tin g  p ro ce ss"  b y  w hich G e rtru d e  S te in  re f ig u re d  fo r  h e rs e lf  th e  
problem  of th e  in te rn a l and  th e  e x te rn a l an d  came to  e x p re s s  th e  rh y th m  
of th e  v isib le  w orld (119). T en d e r B u tto n s  was th e  ultim ate  p ro d u c t of 
th is  c re a tiv e  p ro c e s s , an d  i t , a long  w ith  T h ree  L ives an d  M aking of 
A m ericans, is  no tab le  a s  b e in g  one of th e  main w orks of S te in  to  rece iv e  
p r e s s  in  T he A u to b io g rap h y . (T he e ro tica  is  b y  an d  la rg e  a b se n t 
h is to ry . )25 B u t I jump a h ea d . T he h is to ry  of th e  w rite r  a lso  f litt in g ly  
in form s S te in ’s a u d ie n ce -to -b e  of G e rtru d e  S te in 's  " in te lle c tu a l p a ss io n  
fo r  e x a c titu d e  in  th e  d esc rip tio n  of in n e r  an d  o u te r  rea lity "  (211); it  
p o r t r a y s  S te in  in  k n e e -to -k n e e  con fe rence  w ith  P icasso  p u z z lin g  o u t " th e  
b a s is  of c rea tion"  in  th e  tw en tie th  c e n tu ry  (77 ); i t  show s S te in  coach ing  
th e  y o u n g  w rite rs  of th e  1920s how to  w rite  " rea l"  l i te ra tu re ;  a n d  i t  
p r e s e n ts  S te in  coolly q u estio n in g  "w hy since  [h e r]  w ritin g  was a ll so c lea r 
a n d  n a tu ra l  th e y  [ev e ry b o d y ] mocked a t  an d  w ere  e n ra g e d  b y  h e r  w ork" 
(3 5 ). Iso la te d , n o c tu rn a l an d  en igm atic, on th e  f r in g e  of th e  p u b lic  b u t  
a t  th e  helm of th e  a v a n t-g a rd e , G e rtru d e  S te in  a p p e a rs  in  th is  d isp e rse d  
s to ry  as an  outlaw  w rite r  co n ten t w ith  h e r  m arginal s ta tu s  a n d  c re a tiv e  
w o rk .
O pposed to  th is  v e rs io n  of "G e rtru d e  S te in" is  th e  more com plexly 
com posed h is to ry  of th e  re fu se d  a u th o r ,  th e  w r ite r  h a lf  d e s ir in g  
a u th o riza tio n  from  th e  p r e s s ,  p u b lish in g  h o u se s , an d  p u b lic . S te in
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in sc r ib e s  th is  h is to ry  w ith p a te n t am bivalence, vo icing  h e r  d e s ire  to  be  
know n a n d  accep ted  th ro u g h  a polyvocal debate  am ong a cq u a in tan ces  o f 
h e r  a n d  h e r  w ork  r a th e r  th a n  in  rep re se n ta tio n s  of h e rs e lf  o r  h e r  
m ed ita tions, a s  was th e  case  in  th e  o u tlaw -w rite r h is to ry . S te in  em ploys 
th re e  n a rra tiv e  s tra te g ie s  w hich form th re e  sep a rab le  s t r a ta  of th is  
h is to ry  of "G e rtru d e  S te in " : dialogic a n ecd o te s , w ritin g  in  A lice’s  voice 
an d  from  h e r  po in t of v iew , an d  s ig n a to ria l p la y . T he top ics o f th e  
an ecd o ta l s tra tu m , to be exam ined f i r s t ,  ch iefly  co n ce rn  e s ta b lish e d  a r t ,  
ca ree rism , and  S te in 's  u n p u b lish ed  m an u scrip ts .
S te in 's  old fr ie n d  D u re t, fo r  exam ple, c o n tr ib u te s  h is  d is tin c tio n  
b e tw een  a r t  a n d  official a r t , w hich "p leased  G e rtru d e  S te in  imm ensely" 
(3 2 -3 3 ). D u re t 's  idea  abou t "official a r t"  mocks th e  idea of an  e s tab lish ed  
a r t i s t  and  sa tir iz e s  th e  accep tance  of a r t  d ep en d en t on th is  s te re o ty p e  of 
th e  a r t i s t :  " [T h e  pub lic ] n e e d [s ]  a s  re p re se n ta tiv e  p a in te r  a  medium 
s iz e d , s lig h tly  s to u t m an, no t too well d re s se d  b u t  d re s se d  in  th e  fash ion  
of h is  c la s s , n e ith e r  ba ld  o r  well b ru sh e d  h a ir  an d  a  re s p e c tfu l bow w ith  
it"  (3 3 ). D u re t ad v ises  an  a sp ir in g  young  f r ie n d , "You can  see  th a t  you  
w ould n o t do . So n e v e r  sa y  a n o th e r  w ord ab o u t official re c o g n itio n , o r  if  
y ou  do look in  th e  m irro r and  th in k  of im portan t p e rso n ag e s"  (33) . T he  
m ockery  of official a r t  in  th is  anecdo te  ty p ifies  th e  s p ir i t  of c h a p te rs  two 
a n d  th re e  of T he A utob iography  w hich mainly ce leb ra te  th e  outlaw  a r t  of 
M atisse, P icasso , an d  B raq u e  a t  th e  In d ep en d en t salon  an d  i ts  
u n a cc ep tab ility  to  p o p u la r  au d ien ces . Late in  th e  t e x t ,  in  a  sim ilar v e in , 
th e  n a r r a to r  A lice re p o r ts  S te in 's  th o u g h ts  on Hemingway: ” [H ]e looks 
like  a m odern a n d  he  sm ells of th e  museum. B ut w hat a  s to ry  th a t  o f th e  
re a l Hem, a n d  one he  shou ld  te ll him self b u t  alas he  n e v e r  w ill. A f te r  a ll,
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as he him self once m urm ured , th e re  is  th e  c a re e r , th e  c a re e r” (216-217). 
T h is " rea l s t o r y ,” S tein  and  Sherwood A nderson  a g re e , would "be fo r 
a n o th e r  aud ience  th an  th e  audience Hemingway now h as  b u t  it  would be 
v e ry  w onderfu l” (216) . U ndoubtedly  th is  o th e r  aud ience  would be  a 
sm all, u n d e rs ta n d in g  co terie  like S te in 's .
O th e r views abou t public  accep tance  of a r t  an d  th e  e ffe c ts  of 
p u b lic ity , especially  w ith re fe ren ce  to  S te in 's  unknow n, u n a p p re c ia te d , 
o r u n p u b lish ed  w orks, con trad ic t th is  sn e e r  a t  Hem ingw ay's caree rism . 
H enry  McBride is quo ted  as say in g  he "d id  not believe in  w orldly  
su c c e s s " :
I t  ru in s  y o u , i t  ru in s  y o u , he u se d  to  sa y . B ut H en ry , G e rtru d e  
S tein  u se d  to an sw er do lefu lly , d o n 't  you th in k  I will e v e r  have  an y  
su c c e ss , I would like to have a little  you know . T h in k  of my 
u n p u b lish ed  m an u scrip ts . B ut H enry  M cBride was firm , th e  b e s t 
th a t  I can  w ish y o u , he always sa id , is to have  no su c c e ss . I t  is  th e  
only good th in g . He was firm  abou t th a t  (121-122).
B ut th e n  Alice ad d s  alm ost coy ly , " [H en ry ] now sa y s  he th in k s  th e  time
h as come w hen G e rtru d e  S tein  could indu lge  in  a  little  s u c c e s s . He does
n o t th in k  th a t  now it  would h u r t  h e r"  (122). C ouching S te in 's  qu estio n
ab o u t h e r  unp u b lish ed  m anucrip ts w ith in  a  denunciation  of p u b lic ity ,
w hich S te in  does no t re fu te  b u t w hich is u ltim ately  re tr a c te d  in  h e r  case ,
fo rce fu lly  re f le c ts  S te in 's  am bivalence abou t th e  w ider c ircu la tio n  of h e r
w ork  an d  i ts  accep tance  in  p o p u la r c u ltu re . B u t th is  am bivalence
n o tw ith s tan d in g , she communicates unquestionab le  concern  ab o u t th e
fu tu re  of h e r  u n p u b lish ed  m an u sc rip ts . T he n a r ra to r  Alice exp la ins
p a in s ta k in g ly  th e  e labo ra te  p ro cesses  b y  w hich G e rtru d e  S te in 's
m an u scrip ts  a re  se n t to  jo u rn a ls , re jec ted  b y  e d ito rs , doc to red  an d
p r in te d  fo r  pub lica tion . In d eed , anecdo tes concern ing  p u b lis h e rs ' an d
e d ito rs ' re sp o n se s  to G e rtru d e  S te in 's  subm issions a re  among th e  most
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hum orous elem ents of th is  h is to ry . C onsider th e  young  man from  G rafton  
P re s s  re p o r tin g  th e  d ire c to r 's  u n c e r ta in ty  abou t S te in 's  know ledge of 
E ng lish ; o r T .S . E liot's sh illy -sh a lly in g  over h e r  "v e ry  la te s t"  p iece , 
w ritte n  especially  fo r  th e  C rite r io n ; an d  th e  A tlan tic  M onthly's  im perial 
re s is ta n c e  to S te in , d e sp ite  M ildred A ld rich 's  g re a t w ish to see  h e r  
p u b lish ed  th e re  (68, 194-195, 201-202).26 U nless re a d e rs  acknow ledge 
th a t  S te in  is  w ork ing  out a  conflicted  p reoccupation  w ith a u th o rsh ip , T he 
A u to b io g rap h y 's  continual m ention of S te in 's  m an u scrip ts  and  p u b lish in g  
a ttem p ts  makes no se n se .
At th e  most basic  leve l, su c h  p e rv a s iv e  a tten tio n  to S te in 's  
u n p u b lish ed  m anuscrip ts  calls a tten tio n  to th e  v e ry  p rac tic a l com ponents 
of th e  p ro cess  of pub lic  au tho riza tion  w hich W right and  S a r tre  ig n o re  in  
th e ir  p reoccupa tion  w ith se lf-a u th o riz a tio n . At a  d e ep e r leve l, a tten tio n  
to  th e  p u b lish in g  p ro cess  in  T he A utob iography  co n s titu te s  an  
au thob iog raph ica l c h a p te r  of some im portance g iven  th e  dub ious value 
S te in  p laces on a  b ro ad  re a d e rs h ip . S te in  re p o rte d ly  say s  tow ards th e  
te x t 's  e n d , a f te r  h e r  su ccess  a t  O xford , th a t "she  could n e v e r  have 
en o u g h  of g lo ry ,"  an d  th a t "no a r t i s t  needs c ritic ism , he only n eed s 
app rec ia tion"  (235); b u t  ap p rec ia tio n  from a  b ro ad  aud ience  is  p rec ise ly  
w hat sh e  avoids in  h e r  fie rce ly  iso lated  life , an d  g lo ry  is w hat h e r  D ure t 
an d  Hemingway anecdo tes su g g e s t sh e  s u s p e c ts . A lthough  th e  n a r ra to r  
Alice fills th e  conclud ing  te n  p ag es  of th e  n a rra tiv e  w ith an  exp lanation  of 
h e r  Plain E ditions p ro jec t in te n d ed  to se t S te in 's  w ork in  f ro n t of a b ro ad  
re a d e rs h ip , she  re p re s e n ts  S tein  as re la tiv e ly  p ass iv e  in  th is  e n te rp r is e . 
In  a  d izzy ing  double v ision , S te in  re p re se n ts  Alice as "sh o v in g ,"  while 
r e p re s e n tin g  h e rse lf  th ro u g h  A lice's eyes a s  p a ss iv e  b e fo re  th e
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conundrum  of a u th o rs h ip .27 Indeed , while S te in 's  se lf -p o r tra it  in  The 
A utobiography catalyzed accusations of h e r  egotism , in  h e r  resp o n se  to 
au th o rsh ip  a  k ind  of p a ssiv ity  be token ing  se lf-d iv ision , as th is  la s t 
anecdote dem onstrates:
One day  not long a f te r  [Madame de C lerm ont-T onnerre] asked  
to come to th e  house as she w ished to ta lk  to G ertru d e  S te in . She 
came an d  she sa id , th e  time has now come when you m ust be  made 
known to a la rg e r  pub lic . I myself believe in  a  la rg e r  pub lic . 
G ertru d e  S tein  too believes in a  la rg e r  public  b u t th e  way has 
alw ays been  b a rre d . No, said Madame de C lerm on t-T onnerre , th e  
way can be  opened. Let u s th in k  (249-250).
S te in ’s  s ig n a tu re  is Madame's problem ; Madame d esires  to ta lk  abou t i t ,
no t S te in ; Madame and Alice must f i r s t  acknowledge th e ir  belief in  a la rg e -
-b u t  only com paratively so—public before  Stein d o es; and  th en  Stein
qualifies th is  belief w ith th e  observation  th a t th e  way has always been
b a r re d , is  beyond h e r  contro l. S te in 's  ambivalence about h e r  au tho ria l
am bitions re g is te rs  itse lf  in  su ch  anecdotes which dep ic t h e r  as p assiv e  if
not in d iffe ren t to h e r  su ccess .
The second stra tum  to con tribu te  to th e  h is to ry  of "G ertru d e  Stein"
th e  re fu sed  a u th o r- to -b e —th e  p e rsp ec tiv e  and  voice of Alice Toklas as
spokesperson  fo r  G ertru d e  S te in—forcefu lly  re flec ts  S te in 's  a p p a re n t
p a ss iv ity  on th e  question  of h e r  au th o r-iza tio n . No o th e r  a sp ec t of th e
n a rra tiv e  commands so much critica l a tten tio n  as th e  u se  S tein  makes of
Alice a s  n a r r a to r . All th e  d iscussion  abou t S te in 's  b rea ch  of L ejeune's
autob iographical con trac t revo lves around  th is  issu e  (d esp ite  L ejeune 's
claim th a t th e  co n trac t involves " id en tity  of name" and  not p e r s o n ) .
Adams su g g e s ts  th a t S te in 's  speak ing  th ro u g h  Alice co n stitu tes  "egomania
twice rem oved ," since it  enables S tein  to g lorify  h e r  gen ius w ithout be ing
th e  d irec t source  of p ra ise  (20) , 28 But th en  Adams a rg u e s  th a t th e
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technique is also designed to "keep the  read e r off balance about h e r  
homosexuality" and "her loving rela tionship  with Alice Toklas" (22).
James B reslin 's  essay  pn The A utobiography contends th a t S te in 's  choice 
of Alice's viewpoint exp resses  h e r  own stru g g le  with autobiographical 
conventions. B reslin  explains how S tein 's commitment to c rea tin g  "en tity" 
ra th e r  than  "iden tity" drove h e r to find  a way to w rite an  autob iography  
th a t linguistically  underm ines the  assignm ent of "iden tity" to its  sp eak e r. 
C ynthia M errill, ex tend ing  B reslin 's  idea of S te in 's subversion  of the  
g e n re , a rg u es  th a t adopting  A lice's viewpoint perm its Stein to expose "the 
self-d iv ision  concealed within the  autobiographical *1'" (15). U sing 
Lacanian th eo ry , Merrill explains how S te in 's  choice of A lice's viewpoint 
"mocks the  illusion of a u n ita ry  s e lf ," calling a tten tion  to "the  irreduc ib le  
gap"—"the o th er"—th a t ex is ts  betw een any  subject and  h e r  
autobiographical se lf (14, 16).
Of these  positions, M errill's alone is germane to my s tu d y  of how 
Stein in scribes h e r  ambivalences about au tho rsh ip  th ro u g h  w riting  The 
A utobiography. The "self-division" th a t M errill u ndersco res su p p o rts  the  
idea th a t fa r  from m erely experim enting w ith the gen re  of au tob iog raphy , 
S te in 's  personal conflicts in fused  h e r  te x t 's  composition. While S tein  was 
se lf-d iv ided  about au th o rsh ip , Alice was n o t; Alice's voice could be 
a sse rtiv e  on the  p reva len t issue  of S tein 's au thorization  w hereas 
G e rtru d e 's  could n o t. Had Stein w ritten  The A utobiography in  h e r  own 
voice as she would do in  E verybody 's A utobiography, she might have 
confronted more d irec tly  h e r  am bivalent desire  fo r au thoriza tion .
Im itating Alice's m atte r-o f-fac t, conversational speak ing  sty le  allowed 
Stein to in scribe  h e r  queries about au tho rsh ip  in  a  tone th a t would hide
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h e r  vexation . And fina lly , fo reg ro u n d in g  Alice’s voice h as  th e  sa lien t 
e ffect of fo reg ro u n d in g  th e  woman in  th e  w orld who m ost helped  h e r  h e a r  
an d  know h e rse lf , as  I mention above. Alice th e  n a r ra to r  assum es th e  rea l 
A lice’s  role of au th o riz in g  S te in , b u t th is  time v is -a -v is  th e  pub lic  in s tea d  
of Leo. C o n tra ry  to B reslin ’s  rad ica l claim th a t T he A u tob iog raphy  does 
no t c o n s tru c t an  id en tity  fo r Stein (152), A lice’s  cen tra l and  lead ing  
view point in  th e  te x t  e n su re s  th a t S te in 's  p ro fessional id e n ti ty — 
osc illa ting  betw een outlaw a r t i s t  and  re fu sed  a u th o r—comes to  b e  
c o n s tru c te d .
T he most im portant e ffect of S te in 's  decision to w rite  from Alice’s 
po in t o f view is  th a t she  re fe rs  to h e rse lf , no t ju s t  in  th e  th ird  p e rs o n , 
b u t  as "G ertru d e  S te in ,"  alw ays and  e v e ry w h e re . A lthough  sh e  sa y s , 
"E verybody  called G ertru d e  S tein  G e rtru d e , o r a t most Mademoiselle 
G e r tru d e ,"  Alice th e  n a rra to r  does not in v ite  re a d e rs  to  r e fe r  to h e r  lo v er 
(h e r  "B aby") in  more intim ate term s th a n  "G e rtru d e  S te in "—th e  a u th o r’s  
nam e, w hich is th e  b asis  o f th e  s ig n a tu re  (6 0 ). In  th is  w ay , th e  te x t’s  
p o in t o f view is  re la ted  to th e  la s t s tra tum  of th e  h is to ry  of "G ertru d e  
S tein" th e  re fu se d  a u th o r: signa to ria l gam es. T he view point perm its 
S te in  to  rep ea ted ly  im press h e r  name as a s ig n a tu re  on h e r  h ith e rto  
r e s is ta n t  aud ience , m aking h e r  s ig n a tu re  an d  i ts  a u th o r-iza tio n  th e  
p rim ary  su b je c t of h e r  n a rra tiv e . But b u ilt  in to  th is  c rea tio n  of th e  
s ig n a tu re  is th e  joke th a t G e rtru d e  S tein  disclaim s re sp o n s ib ility —u n til  
th e  la s t  p a g e —fo r h e r  own te x t . I ag ree  w ith L ynn Z. Bloom th a t  th e  u se  
o f S te in 's  au th o ria l name gives h e r  "d ig n ity  and  a u th o r ity " ;  b u t  S tein  
u se s  th is  a u th o rity  to  question  its e lf , to q u estio n  th e  a u th o rsh ip  to w hich 
sh e  a sp ire s  (83 ). T hroughou t T he A utobiography  th e  rep e titio n  of h e r
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s ig n a tu re  has th e  dual e ffec t of claiming and  o b scu rin g  h e r  a u th o r ity  as 
an  a u th o r . F ir s t ,  S te in 's  au th o rsh ip  assum es th e  s ta tu s  of a  g iven  fa c t;  
in d eed , in s is ten ce  on th e  fu ll name he lps "m ythologize" S te in , as B reslin  
p u ts  i t ,  an d  re fle c ts  S te in 's  determ ination  to c rea te  th e  a u th o r  "G e rtru d e  
S te in ."  In  ad d itio n , b y  leav ing  ou t th e  intim ate an d  p e rso n a l de ta ils  of 
h e r  life w ith A lice, S tein  ap p a ren tly  in ten d ed  th a t "G e rtru d e  Stein" 
denote  only a  pub lic  e n tity  d e sc rip tiv e  of th e  body  of h e r  w o rk s . In  th is  
w ay , th e  s ig n a tu re  seems independen t of th e  p e rso n  G e rtru d e  S te in , a 
sc re e n  in s tea d  of a  m irro r re flec tin g  back  on h e r  n o th in g  p r iv a te  of 
h e rse lf . L ejeune 's claim abou t th e  p e rso n a l e x p re ss iv ity  of th e  p ro p e r  
name is  to ta lly  in ap p ro p ria te  h e re . I t  is  alm ost as if "G e rtru d e  S tein" 
re fe r s  to a w ould-be a u th o r  w ithout a  p e rso n .
The A u tob iog raphy 's  num erous s to rie s  abou t nam ing m istakes and  
s ig n a to ria l decep tions also a rg u e  fo r  a d is tin c tio n , a rad ica l d is ju n c tio n , 
be tw een  p erso n a l id e n tity  (a sen se  of se lf , s a y ) , an d  pub lic  id e n tity  
(h e re , a u th o ria l id e n tity  in  p a r t ic u la r ) . For th e  most p a r t ,  th ese  
anecdo tes p lay  w ith  th e  un re liab le  connection betw een s ig n a tu re  and  
sig n ified : th e y  occlude th e  possib ility  (as Foucault p u ts  i t)  of th e  p ro p e r  
nam e's b e in g  th e  equ iva len t of a  d esc rip tio n  of th e  named (146). T he 
anecdo tes w hich d is ru p t th e  adhesion  of p e rso n a l id e n tity  to th e  name 
em phasize S te in ’s am bivalence re g a rd in g  au th o rsh ip  in  th a t  th e y  d is ru p t 
re a d e rs ' confidence th a t "beh ind" "G ertru d e  S tein" is  a  p e rso n .
S ign ifican t exam ples of th is  k ind  include th e  s to ry  of Nellie Ja c o t 's  
adm irer who sa id , "I love you N elly, Nelly is  y o u r nam e, i s n 't  i t"  (150); 
th e  fu n  Alice has w ith th e  se c re ta ry  a t  th e  A tlan tic  M onthly, calling  h e r  
Ellen in s tea d  of E llery  an d  again  d e lig h tin g  G e rtru d e  S te in  (195) ; an d  th e
re flec tio n s of th e  dog Polybe 's in fide lity  following a b r ie f  ab sen ce  of 
G e rtru d e  an d  A lice: "When we saw him a week a f te r  he  d id  no t know u s  o r  
h is name" (164-165). T he anecdotes which rep lica te  th e  t i t le 's  p lay  w ith 
th e  resp o n sib ilitie s  of th e  s ig n a tu re  likewise hum orously re f le c t S te in 's  
conflicted  d esire  to be  an  a u th o r . Most notable in  its  re v e rs in g  th e  tr ic k  
of th e  n a rra tiv e 's  au th o rsh ip  a re  th e  anecdotes abou t th e  major d u r in g  th e  
w ar who a d d re sse s  Alice as "Mademoiselle S tein" much to A lice 's confusion 
u n til ,  some way in to  th e ir  d iscu ssio n , Alice re v e a ls , "B u t I am not 
Mademoiselle S tein" (177-178); and  abou t P icasso 's denial of an  in te rv iew  
he  p a rtic ip a te d  in  w hich lam basted Jean  C octeau , w hich he u ltim ately  
paw ns off on Picabia in  o rd e r  to sp a re  th e  feelings of C octeau’s m other 
(222). T he  te x t 's  fic tion  of p e rsp ec tiv e  ind ica tes S te in 's  ir re v e re n c e  
tow ards th e  resp o n sib ilitie s  of th e  s ig n a tu re , s t r e s s e d  b y  L ejeune, and  
h e r  va lo riza tion  of a  more p e rso n a l, o ften  u n s ta te d  a r t is t ic  ag en d a .
C ollectively , th e  th re e  s t r a ta  of th e  h is to ry  of "G e rtru d e  S tein" as a  
re fu se d  a u th o r- to -b e -ra n e c d o te s , A lice's voice an d  p e rs p e c tiv e , an d  
s ig n a to ria l gam es—b esp eak  an  am bivalent appea l to T he A u to b io g rap h y 's  
re a d e rs  to  see S te in  as an  a u th o r . C onsidering  th is  h is to ry  to g e th e r  w ith 
th e  h is to ry  of th e  outlaw  a r t i s t  revea ls  even  more c learly  how T he 
A u tob iog raphy  b o th  prom otes and  compromises th e  s ig n a tu re  of "G e rtru d e  
S te in ,"  m ixing th e  bold colors of th e  outlaw gen ius w ith th e  pale  sh a d es  of 
a  woman "denega ting" h e r  ag en cy , p assiv e  and  re lia n t on o th e rs  to 
au th o rize  h e r .29 T he composite "G ertru d e  S tein" th a t  em erges p o sse sse s  
an  adm ix tu re  of ag g re ss io n  and  re ticence  b e fo re  h e r  p ro sp e c tiv e  
re a d e rsh ip  and  p u b lish e rs  th a t  may in  sh o rth a n d  be  called  h e r  
"b e tw e e n n ess ."  B efore a d d re ss in g  th e  e ffec ts  w hich T he A u tob iog raphy
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had on S te in 's  life and  w riting , I will b rie fly  d ig ress  to explain  how 
S te in 's  position  betw een w rite r an d  a u th o r , outlaw and  a sp ira n t , is  of a 
piece w ith th e  overall "betw eenness" of h e r  lite ra ry  and  social s ta tu s .
To accu ra te ly  describe  S tein—o r h e r  A utobiography—one m ust 
re lin q u ish  a b in a ry , oppositional way of speak ing  in  fav o r of a  rh e to ric  of 
be tw eenness. She viewed h e rse lf as an  exceptional woman, a  woman 
among m en, a woman like men. Viewed as m onstrous b y  some, and  
detrim ental to  a  fem inist p rax is  of cu ltu ra l change b y  o th e rs , S te in 's  
pe rcep tion  of h e rse lf  as an  exceptional woman was enab ling  in  th a t it  
allowed h e r  to  subsum e questions of g en d er which might have th rea te n ed  
h e r  c re a tiv ity .30 U nquestionably , th e re  is a d a rk  side to h e r  silence on 
th ese  q u e s tio n s , especially  in  th e  a re a  of p o litic s . H er f ra n k  ind iffe rence  
to women's politics was simply the  negative  image of h e r  in ten se ly  p a trio tic  
apprecia tion  of American dem ocracy, modeled on masculine individualism . 
As "Alice" re p o rts  in  The A utob iog raphy , "T here  can b e , scud G ertru d e  
S tein  sev e re ly , no p riv ilege  ex tended  to one am erican c itizen  which is not 
to b e , g iven  sim ilar c ircum stances, accorded to  any  o th e r am erican 
citizen" (161) . Of cou rse , h e r  dem ocratic fe rv o r  was qualified in  
p rac tice : Stim pson explains th a t S tein  was "unable to p ic tu re  a  w orld in  
w hich m en, and  an  exceptional woman, did no t plumb language and  define 
cu ltu re"  ("G ertrice"  131). If  fem inists a re  to find  an y th in g  redeem ing in  
S te in 's  pe rcep tion  of h e r  exceptional woman s ta tu s  it will no t be  th ro u g h  
"co rrec ting" th e  p o r tra it  of betw eenness to make h e r  "more" fem inine. 
A rgum ents like C ynthia Secor's su p p o rtin g  " the  complex fo rce  of [S te in 's ]  
fem ininity" u se lessly  t r y  to  make S tein  f it  e ssen tia lis t defin itions of 
fem ininity . Nor will i t  suffice  to condemn h e r  in te rnaliza tion  of
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p a tria rch a l notions of gender roles (gleaned most easily in  h e r  m arriage 
w ith Toklas h u t ,  a s  I contend above, not even fa irly  a ttr ib u ta b le  th e r e ) . 
Only b y  exam ining the  peculiar betw eenness of h e r  position—as a  woman 
among men, as a lesb ian , as a lite ra ry  experim enter—will we a rr iv e  a t 
an y th in g  like appreciation  fo r h e r  and  h e r  w riting .
Such a fullblown task  is beyond the  scope of th is  ch ap te r.
However, the  growing num bers of scholars who focus on ways in which 
S te in 's  experim ental w ritings play with and transform  gender h ierarch ies 
re flec ts  th is  k ind  of sen sitiv ity  to h e r  be tw eenness. A good example is  
H arrie t Chessm an's s tu d y  The Public Is Invited  to D ance, which proposes 
th a t S te in ’s p re-au tob iographical w riting  dem onstrates a fem inist "poetics 
of dialogue"—betw een te x t and re a d e r , betw een words in  a te x t, betw een 
words and  th e  objects th ey  "c a re s s ,"  betw een ch arac te rs  and  n a rra to rs  
(3 ) . Chessman a rg u es convincingly th a t S te in 's  dialogic poetics is 
fem inist in so far as i t  thw arts  re a d e rs ' desire  fo r dominance and  logical 
m astery  of h e r  language and  exposes p a tria rch a l h ierarch ies of gen d er 
dissem inated th ro u g h  monologic forms of d iscourse  (2-3 , 8 ). B enstock 
sim ilarly observes how S tein  exchanges monologue fo r dialogue in  h e r  
experim ental w ritings of the  1910s and 1920s (163) . In  h e r  S tein /T oklas 
ch ap te r in  Women of th e  Left Bank Benstock maintains th a t w ith the  
adven t of A lice's love S tein "ceased im itating the  p a tria rch y "  and 
relinqu ished  the  w rite r 's  r ig h t to make language subm it to h e r  will (163, 
159). B enstock exhib its c a re , how ever, when specu la ting  on how S tein 's 
lesbian sexuality  re la te s  to th is  k ind of w riting . With Stim pson, B enstock 
contends th a t S tein  does not ex p ress  o r rep re se n t lesbian sexuality  and
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sub jectiv ity  b u t ra th e r  th a t h e r sexuality  informs h e r  linguistic  
experim entation . 31
The p ic tu re  of S te in 's w riterly  allegiances th a t is c u rre n tly  
em erging shows them delicately balanced betw een the  pow ers of language 
and the  impulsions of h e r sex u a lity . In  "Lesbian Id en tity  and 
A utobiographical D ifferencefs]" B iddy Martin s tre s se s  th a t it may be 
hazardous to generalize about inscrip tions of lesb ian  id en tity ; and 
generalizations about connections betw een S te in 's  sexuality  and  tex tu a lity  
seem especially d aring  given th a t concerns of sexuality  a re  always 
sublim ated and obscured  by  h e r focus on language and  modernism in  the 
a r t s .  In  th is  lig h t, Chessm an's idea th a t S tein 's w riting  exh ib its 
"utopian" linguistic  s tra teg ie s  fo r undoing and tran scen d in g  gender 
ap p ea rs  as a sign  of S te in 's  betw eenness ra th e r  th an  of sh ee r rad ic a ln e ss . 
In  genera l, acknowledging the  broad  p a tte rn  of betw eenness in  S te in 's  life 
and  w ritings should help feminist read e rs  of The A utobiography 
apprecia te  the  "dance" she in scribes th e re  resp ec tin g  th e  au thorization  of 
h e r  s ig n a tu re  b y  the  h ierarch ies regu la ting  lite ra ry  p roduction  and  
exchange in  Europe and America.
I l l  Between th e  A utobiographies
Fame, publish ing  co n trac ts , money: these  signs of au tho ria l 
success came to G ertrude  Stein following the  popular recep tion  of The 
A utobiography of Alice B . T oklas. R egardless of the  ambivalence tow ards 
lite ra ry  success it in sc rib es , the  tex t created  a  read ersh ip  fo r  Stein th a t 
h e r  ea rlie r  works lacked or rep u lsed . In o th er w ords, it  made h e r  an  
a u th o r in stead  of a w rite r, and more specifically y e t ,  an  a u th o r of
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au to b io g rap h y . S upported  b y  rom antic ideologies of th e  a u th o r  (a p e rso n  
w ritin g  o rig inal w orks) and  th e  se lf (a un ique  so u rc e /a u c to r  of m ean ing ), 
The A u tob iog raphy 's  public  c re a te d /d isc o v e re d  a  h y b rid  G e rtru d e  S te in — 
an  a u th o r-se lf , an  a u th o r  whose personal id e n tity  was im plicated in  th e ir  
know ledge of h e r .
S te in ’s au th o riza tio n  may have o ccu rred  o v e rn ig h t, b u t  i t  has 
p ro v en  to be ten ac io u s . The u n fo rtu n a te  re s u lt  is  th a t th e  fa c t o f 
h e r / T he A u tob iography 's  fame eclipses now as th e n  th e  dram a of 
am bivalence I have  ju s t  describ ed  in  o v e rread in g  th e  te x t  a s  well a s h e r  
doub ts and  w orries abou t th e  fame she  came to rece iv e . P e rh ap s  c u rre n t  
c ritica l opinion accep ts  S te in 's  su ccess  w ith  u n tro u b le d  ap p rec ia tio n  
because  of th e  w idesp read  belief th a t  The A u tob iog raphy  d id  fo r  S tein  
w hat she  w anted i t  to do . C atharine  Stim pson, fo r  exam ple, s ta te s  
w ithout re fe r r in g  to th is  te x t th a t  "S tein  c rea ted  S te in  th e  w r i te r ,"  
co llapsing  th e  d istinc tion  betw een a u th o r and  w rite r  and  a ss ig n in g  to ta l 
agency  to S tein  ("G ertrice"  135). For fem inist c ritic s  like S tim pson, an  
u naw areness o r unw illingness to a tte n d  to  th e  question  of S te in 's  
empowerment may be  trac ed  to th e  problem  of m utual im plication in  
a u th o rsh ip : q u estio n in g  au th o rsh ip  while a t  th e  same time b e in g  im m ersed 
in  th e  p ro cess  of b e in g  empowered b y  th e  in s titu tio n a l sy stem . B u t su ch  
unaw areness has sev e ra l negative  consequences. Topically  sp e ak in g , i t  
d is to r ts  b y  sim plifying th e  s to ry  of The A u tob iog raphy 's  com position; an d  
i t  leaves th e  c ritic  to ta lly  u n p re p a re d  to in te rp re t  S te in 's  major re sp o n se  
to  h e r  au tob iog raph ical fam e, E verybody 's A u to b io g rap h y . 32 More 
b ro ad ly  sp e ak in g , th is  c ritica l unaw areness "b rac k e ts"  th e  q u estio n  of 
women's l i te ra ry  au th o r-iza tio n  as an  in stan ce  of women's g en era l
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assim ilation  in to  p a tr ia rc h a lly  o rg an ized  in s titu tio n s ; an d  i t  m akes it  
im possible to  s tu d y  how women a u th o rs  like S te in  challenge th e ir  l i te ra ry  
a u th o r- iz a tio n  in  th e ir  l iv e s , th e ir  w ritin g , an d  th e ir  l if e -w r itin g s . In  
o rd e r  to  con tex tua lize  my d iscu ssio n  of E v ery b o d y 's  A u to b io g ra p h y , I will 
f i r s t  exp la in  how S te in 's  iden tifica tion  a s  " G e rtru d e  S te in" th e  
a u to b io g ra p h e r  was a  so u rce  of w o rry  to  h e r  im m ediately follow ing T he 
A u to b io g rap h y 's  p u b lica tio n .
T he  most com pelling ev idence of th e  d e p th  of S te in 's  d is tu rb a n c e  b y  
T he A u to b io g rap h y 's  su c ce ss  was h e r  in ab ility  to  w rite . H er b e tw een n ess  
co n ce rn in g  a u th o r- iz a tio n  p r io r  to T he A u to b io g rap h y 's  p u b lica tio n  
p ro b a b ly  e x a c e rb a te d  h e r  d is tu rb a n c e  in  th e  book 's  h a v in g  decided  h e r  
a u th o ria l fa te  fo r  h e r .  As a  r e s u l t  of h e r / th e  book 's  in s ta n t  p o p u la r ity , 
ev e ry o n e  seem ed to  know  h e r ,  in  E urope an d  th e n  in  A m erica, a n d  y e t  sh e  
no lo n g er seem ed to  know  h e rse lf . P reoccup ied  w ith  th e  sh if t  in  h e r  
id e n ti ty  from  w rite r  to a u th o r , she  w ro te  n o th in g . T he iro n y  is  th a t  s ince  
h e r  b re a k  w ith  Leo sh e  had  b een  a  w r ite r ,  b u t n o t a n  a u th o r ;  now h e re  
sh e  w as an  a u th o r ,  b u t  seem ingly sta lem ated  as w r ite r .  Was sh e  
sta lem ated  b ecau se  sh e  was a n  au th o r?
T he ev idence  s u g g e s ts  th a t  S te in  rea lized  im m ediately th a t  h e r  
au to b io g rap h y  h a d  "made" h e r  an  a u th o r  (an d  no t th e  re v e rs e )  in  g iv in g  
h e r  a n  a u d ie n c e , an d  th a t  now sh e  had  lo s t co n tro l of h e r  w ritin g  to th e  
immense system ic  p ro ce sse s  of a u th o rs h ip .33 S te in 's  a u to b io g rap h ica l 
h is to ry  a n d  h e r  re flec tio n s  on i t  u n d e rsc o re  how sh e  ex p e rien c ed  
a u th o rsh ip  in  n e a r ly  Foucauld ian  te rm s : a s  "a  complex o p e ra tio n  th a t  
c o n s tru c ts  a  c e r ta in  ra tio n a l b e in g  th a t  we call 'a u th o r" ' (150) . H er 
w ritin g s  be tw een  h e r  f i r s t  two au to b io g rap h ies  show h e r  reco g n itio n  th a t
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The A utobiography had created  an " id en tity ,"  a  se lf—despite  h e r  e ffo rts  
in  th a t n a rra tiv e  to depict an ex ternally  seen , im personal se lf. This 
id en tity  was necessary  fo r the  functioning  of h e r  au thorial s ig n a tu re  in  
the  economy of the  lite ra ry  establishm ent. These w ritings reveal, too, 
th a t as a co n stru c t of the  te x t and its  public c irculation , h e r au tho ria l 
id en tity  as "G ertrude  Stein" bo th  did and did not re fe r  to h e r  as an  
in d iv id u a l.34 Overwhelmed b y  h e r alien and alienating  new s ta tu s , S tein 
was silen t.
I t  was only a f te r  h e r celebrity  tr ip  back to America th a t she  b roke  
the  silence and began ten ta tive ly  responding  to h e r  creative  dilemma.
Ju s t as several sh o rte r  pieces p rep a red  fo r and  so p refaced  The 
A utobiography , so too Stein wrote several sh o rt pieces which a t once 
respond  to the  f i r s t  au thobiography and p reface  the  second. In  th ese  
p ieces, S tein 's earlie r ambivalence about au tho rsh ip  is  rep laced  b y  
reactive  defensiveness, the  exem plary expression  of which is h e r  claim, 
"A uthors need not a u th o rsh ip ."35 With ev iden t nosta lg ia , she 
communicates h e r  sad  and ta rd y  realization th a t th e  success she  won 
compromised h e r  s ta tu s —and p riv a te  autonomy—as an outlaw w rite r . In 
these  p ieces, S tein 's prim ary topics a re  id en tity , creative  gen iu s , and  the  
effects of audience recognition on creative  g en iu s; she m anipulates these  
topics in  sh o rt essays like "F irs t Page" (1933), "What Are M aster-Pieces 
And Why A re T here  So Few Of Them" (1936), "An American and  France" 
(1936), and in  the  poem-play "Iden tity" (1936), as an  outlaw a r t is t  
deprived  of h e r  m arginal (non )iden tity  and  b u rdened  w ith au thoria l 
id en tity .
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As Nancy Blake has o b se rv ed , S tein  u sed  the  term  ’'id e n tity ” in  
sev era l co n trad ic to ry  ways (135-140);36 b u t d u rin g  th is  period  betw een 
th e  au tob iog raph ies, she p rincipally  equated  id en tity  w ith recognition : 
b e in g  seen  and  so known from th e  o u ts id e . In  "What Are M asterpieces 
And Why A re T here  So Few of Them” she  comments, " Id en tity  is  
recogn ition , you know who you a re  because you and o th e rs  rem em ber 
a n y th in g  about y o u rse lf” (84). The poem -play " Iden tity "  questions in  
d isjo in ted  form th e  n a tu re  of th is  id en tity  coincident w ith recogn ition  in  
u s in g  th e  fig u re  of the  "little  dog” to mean "o th e rs” in  genera l an d  
"audience” in  p a rtic u la r  (a m etaphor S tein  will continue to use  th ro u g h o u t 
E verybody’s A utob iography) . She w rite s ,
I am I . . . even if th e  little
dog is a  b ig  one and y e t a  little  dog know ing me does not rea lly  
make me be I no not rea lly  because a f te r  all b e in g  I I am I has rea lly  
n o th ing  to do w ith the  little  dog know ing me, he is  my aud ience , b u t 
an  audience n ev e r does p rove  to you th a t you a re  you (77-78).
S te in  in  th is  way denies the  va lid ity  of audience recognition  an d  the
id e n tity  it  b e g e ts , c ra ftily  s itu a tin g  h e r  c ritiq u e  w ith in  a piece of w riting
ak in  to h e r  form er au d ien ce -rep u lsin g  p ie c e s . T he paradox  abou t the
re la tionsh ip  betw een id en tity  and  audience recognition  th a t she  s ta te s  in
"What A re M asterpieces” sim ilarly su g g e s ts  h e r  rek ind led  allegiance to  h e r
form er outlaw s ta tu s .  She says th e re , " Id en tity  consists  in  recogn ition
an d  in  recognizing  you lose iden tity "  (94 ). I in te rp re t  th is  paradox  to
mean th a t no t only does one 's au d ien ce /little  dog no t "prove" y o u r
id e n tity , b u t in  seeing  you and  estab lish ing  y o u r id en tity  (w ith all th e
incum brances implied b y  ’e s tab lish ed 1) th ey  take  away y o u r ab ility  to  be
seen . S tein  h e re  m ourns th e  loss of h e r  po ten tial to be  seen—and  to see
h e rse lf—alte rn a tiv e ly  o r  not a t a ll. Within th e  flow and  p ro cess  of life th e
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sta tic  aud ience-crea ted  id en tity  seems to h e r  an invisible s ta tu e . 
Com pressed, th is  p rogression  of ideas leads to th e  conclusion th a t 
audience recognition gives a w rite r an  authorial iden tity  which consists in  
h e r be ing  not seen  excep t as th is  id en tity , which is  not a  p e rso n  b u t a  
th in g  seen .
T his reactive  conclusion about au thorsh ip  is na tu ra lly  linked with 
S te in 's  lapse in c rea tiv ity . Her idea th a t once seen , you a re  seen  no more 
is a  resta tem ent in  d ifferen t term s of h e r  belief th a t once som ething has 
been  said and  ren d e red  classic, it "goes dead" ("What" 9 2 ) .38 Id en tity , 
according  to S tein , also kills creative  genius and w riting: "creatively  
speaking  th e  little  dog knowing th a t you a re  you and yo u r recognizing  
th a t he knows, th a t is what destroys creation" ("What" 84). S tein  seems 
to be recalling  h e r  days of public anonym ity, when w ithout an audience 
she never though t about id en tity , in h e r comment th a t "if you remember 
yourse lf while you a re  you you a re  not for pu rposes of c rea ting  y o u . This 
is so im portant because it has so much to do w ith the  question of a  w rite r  
to his audience" ("What" 86). Without explaining th is  connection 
logically, Stein h in ts  th roughou t h e r w ritings before E verybody 's 
A utobiography th a t fo r h e r  th e re  is  no dependence betw een the  w rite r  and  
a w ould-be audience; th a t in fac t fa r  from needing an audience, she  as a 
w rite r needs no t to have an  audience so as to be free  of rem em bering 
h e rse lf and  th u s  free  to w rite . Gone is the  anguished concern  fo r 
unpublished  m anuscrip ts th a t in  The A utobiography m anifested S te in 's  
ha lf-need  fo r  audience "apprecia tion ."  Now she exp resses  h e r  sense  of 
alienation from th a t which she has p rin te d : " th e re  is  som ething about w hat 
has been  w ritten  hav ing  been p rin ted  which makes it no longer th e
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p ro p e r ty  of th e  one who w rote i t ” ( ”What” 84; my e m p h a s is ) . A nd sh e  
re p e a ts  th is  g e s tu re  tow ards th e  economics of a u th o rs h ip , ta k e n  u p  in  fu ll 
in  E v ery b o d y 's  A u to b io g rap h y , b u t  w ith an  em phasis on w ritin g 's  v a lu e : 
"When you  a re  w ritin g  b e fo re  th e re  is  an  aud ience  a n y th in g  w ritte n  is  a s  
im p o rtan t a s  a n y  o th e r  th in g  and  you c h e r ish  a n y th in g  an d  e v e ry th in g  
th a t  you have  w ritte n . A fte r th e  aud ience  b e g in s , n a tu ra lly  th e y  c re a te  
som eth ing  th a t is  th e y  c re a te  you" ("W hat" 94 -95). T hese  la s t  rem ark s 
in te n s ify  S te in 's  e x p re ss io n  of h e r  d is tan ce  from  h e r  p u b lish ed  w o rk s . 
T h e ir  aud ience  h as  c re a te d  th e  s ig n a tu re  "G e rtru d e  S te in ,"  a n d  th e re  is 
no p o ss ib ility  o f th is  au th o ria l id e n tity  c h e rish in g  w hat sh e  h a s  w r it te n .
A n a u th o r  does n o t equal a  fee ling  se lf fo r  S te in .
Show ing how th e  pendulum  betw een  w rite r  an d  a u th o r  h a s  sw ung  
from  a  position  of b e tw eenness to  th e  side  of th e  outlaw  w r i te r ,  th e se  
p ieces  u ltim ately  sig n a l S te in 's  resum ed alleg iance to  h e r  e a r l ie r  s e p a ra t is t  
p osition  v is -a -v is  th e  p u b lic  (o th e rs )  a t  la rg e . A t le a s t one c r i t ic ,  a  
m ale, h a s  lam ented S te in 's  e a r lie r  iso lation  from  a  re a d e rs h ip , h e r  b re a k  
of th e  "d isc u rs iv e  p ac t"  be tw een  w r ite r  and  re a d e rs  ( fo r  him , an  
u n d if fe re n tia te d  m ass) (Schm itz 189). B u t a t  th is  ju n c tu re  in  S te in 's  
h is to ry , I p e rc e iv e  how sh e  va lues iso lation  w ith  a  fe rv o r  th a t  in d ic a te s  
i ts  im portance  to  h e r  beyond  th e  a c t of w ritin g . D esp ite  S te in 's  re fu s a l of 
a n y  po litical a sso c ia tio n , I am tem pted  to  call th e  p r iv a c y , iso la tio n , a n d  
d isc o n n ec te d n ess  sh e  c ra v e d  th e  elem ents of h e r  v e rs io n  of le sb ian  
p o lit ic s . W ithdraw al from  h e r  n ew ly -b o rn  pu b lic  is  accom panied b y  h e r  
in c re a se d  g ra v ita tio n  to  Alice an d  h e r  need  to  resum e th e  s ty le  of w rit in g  
th a t ,  a s  S h a ri B enstock  has a rg u e d , grew  ou t of th is  g u a rd e d , in tim ate  
a llian c e .
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While "F irs t Page" rev ea ls  S te in 's  re s ig n a tio n  to a d ap t to  th e  
changes in  an d  exposu re  of h e r  life as a re s u l t  of T he A u to b io g rap h y , "An 
A m erican and  F rance" revea ls  how c re a tin g  se p a ra te n e ss  from  h e r  pub lic , 
espec ia lly  h e r  lionizing American p u b lic , rem ains h e r  o b jec tiv e . The 
e n tire  p iece a rg u e s  fo r  the  value of a  g en era l e x p a tr ia te  e x p erien ce ; i ts  
rh e to r ic , how ever, p e p p e red  w ith h e r  id io sy n cra tic  view s abou t lan g u ag e , 
re f le c ts  how th e  e x p a tr ia te  experience  d escrib ed  is wholly S te in 's  (in  
conform ity  w ith th e  t i t le 's  s in g u la r n o u n ) . She exp la ins th a t  "Am ericans 
go to  P a ris  an d  th ey  a re  f re e  not to be connected  w ith a n y th in g  
happen ing" (68 ). T h ere  th ey  a re  betw een two civ ilizations, "w hich I 
in s is t  a n y  one c re a tin g  a n y th in g  needs to  have  if  he  is to c re a te  an y th in g "  
(6 6 ). H er co u n try  of res id en ce  is im portan t, she  ex p la in s , not fo r  w hat it  
gave h e r  b u t  fo r  "w hat i t  d id  not take  away from [m e]" (70 ). A gain h e r  
re jec tio n  of recogn ition  s u r fa c e s : "A fter all w hat you a re  you a re  even  if  
you  a re  no t all of i t ,  b u t an y  one be ing  in te re s te d  in  you you  a re  likely  to 
lose it  an d  th a t  is w hat F rance did i t  was no t in te re s te d  in  you" (7 0 ). In  
"An Am erican an d  France" h e r  theo ries of th e  de trim en ta l e ffe c ts  of 
aud ience  recogn ition  a re  tra n s la te d  in to  th e  geograph ica l m etaphor of 
b e in g  (aga in ) be tw een  two civilizations o r co u n tries  and  p ro te c te d  from 
recogn ition  an d  id e n tity -s te a lin g  in te re s t  b y  v ir tu e  of th is  b e tw een n ess .
T he freedom  to  be  no t connected  is a  po litics in  th a t  S te in  fe lt 
em pow ered b y  i t ;  an d  th e  freedom  sh e  c rav ed  from sp ecu la riza tio n  and  
pub lic  objectification  is h e r  k in d  of lesb ian  po litics in  th a t th is  cloak of 
p r iv a c y  is  p rec ise ly  w hat she  and  Alice a ssid u o u sly  c u ltiv a ted  to  p re s e rv e  
th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  an d  autonom y. I t  was tra g ic  fo r  S te in  th a t  a t  th is  
moment sh e  could no t r e tu rn  to th e  lost p a ra d ise  of pre-com m odification
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w here h e r  id e n tity  was no t a  pub lic  th in g  of ex ch an g e . T he e v en t of 
a u th o r-iza tio n  w hich took place in  h e r  s ig n a tu re  a lre ad y  made h e r  an  
a u th o r ;  she  needed  to find  an  a lte rn a tiv e  way of re la tin g  to h e r  a u th o ria l 
id e n tity  o r else live w ith a  sen se  of compromise in  silence .
IV D eco n stru c tin g  "G ertru d e  Stein" in  E v ery b o d y 's  A utob iography  
In  com posing E verybody 's  A utob iography  S te in  d iscovered  th is  
a lte rn a tiv e  way to re la te  to h e r  au th o ria l id en tity  w hich would let h e r  have  
h e r  cake and  ea t i t ,  too . W ithout re lin q u ish in g  h e r  claim to b e in g  an  
a u th o r , she  h e re  c ritiq u e s  how in  h e r  re c e n t experience  au th o rsh ip  an d  
id e n tity  in te rre la te  an d  depend  on one an o th e r w hen , to h e r  m ind, th e y  
shou ld  have  no th in g  to do w ith  one a n o th e r . Since th e  main su b jec t of 
th is  au to b io g rap h y  is again  au th o rsh ip  and  since i ts  p e rsp e c tiv e  on th is  
top ic  d e riv e s  from th e  changes in  S te in 's  life since T he A u to b io g rap h y , i t  
is  sa fe  to  claim th a t  E very b o d y 's  A utob iography  re sp o n d s  d ire c tly  to  i ts  
p re d e c e sso r  and  to  i ts  au to b io g rap h y -lo v in g  r e a d e r s . I t  is a g g re ss iv e ly  a  
second  a u to b io g rap h y . In  fa c t ,  i ts  f i r s t  two c h a p te rs  a re  "What H appened 
A fte r T he A utob iography  of Alice B . T oklas" and  "What Was th e  E ffect 
Upon Me of The A u tob iog raphy"—alth o u g h , as in  th e  la s t a u to b io g rap h y , 
S te in 's  n a r ra to r  n e v e r  rem ains to ta lly  fa ith fu l to th e  them es h e r  t it le s  s e t . 
E v ery b o d y 's  A utob iog raphy  is easily  d is tin g u ish ab le  from  th e  s h o r t  
in te rim  p ieces w hich also resp o n d ed  to  The A u tob iog raphy  in  th a t  i t  moves 
beyond  th e ir  re a c tio n a ry  p o s tu re  tow ards a k ind  of confidence ab o u t 
S te in 's  r ig h t  to  q u e ry  th e  au th o r-iza tio n  sh e  has u n d e rg o n e . Jean  
S ta ro b in sk i h as rem arked  th a t  "one would h a rd ly  hav e  su ffic ien t m otive to 
w rite  a n  au to b io g rap h y  had  not some rad ica l change o c cu rred  in  h is  life—
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conversion , e n try  in to  a new life, the  operation of G race” (78) , 39 While 
Stein may not have had "sufficien t motive" (so defined) to w rite  h e r  f i r s t  
au tob iog raphy , she reveals th a t she has one in  E verybody 's 
A utobiography in  m editating on the  changes th a t had halted  h e r  w riting  
and  made h e r  th ink  h a rd  about h e r  au tob iographical/au thoria l id en tity .
Yet E verybody 's A utobiography is not a  re tro sp ec tiv e  n a rra tiv e  
which chronologically examines change. It does not emplot S te in 's  
experiences and  meditations to form a coherent descrip tion , and i t  does 
not a rg u e  h e r  themes to form a logical c ritique  of au thorial id en tity . 
S tru c tu ra lly  speak ing , it  is a m eta-autobiographical s tu d y  of 
d isconnection in  the  "continuous p re s e n t ." 40 Stein comments on h e r  
e ffo rts  as she w rites to "get th is  here  not as I see it  not as it  happened 
b u t as i t  is" (64). C reating  a "p resen t th ing" does not call fo r adherence 
to th e  p re se n t ten se ; Stein says "the  w riter can include a  g rea t deal into 
th a t p re se n t th in g  and make i t  all p resen t"  (24). And Stein includes a  
g re a t deal, in term ingling meditations and  observations and  anecdotes from 
p a s t and p re se n t w ith only c ryp tic  reference  to  sequence or association.
I will p re se n t h e r  critique  of au thorial id en tity  in  a  coheren t w ay. 
However, in  th e  tex t th is  critique  consists of obliquely connected 
passages which consider: on the  one hand , the  economic trap p in g s  of 
a u th o rsh ip  including  money, the  a ttrib u tio n  of value, and  th e  ro le  of the  
aud ien ce -b u y er; and on the  o th er hand , the  skewed epistem ology of 
id en tity  includ ing  the  e r ro r  of being  known and knowing someone, and  the  
g re a te r  deception of knowing one 's self. To many critics th is  "critique" 
may not qualify  as a c ritique  a t all, flouting as it  does th e  co n stra in ts  of 
system atically  applied reason . And even in term s of au tobiographical
argum en ts , it is fa r  afield from , sa y , S a r tre 's  u ltra -log ica l rep re se n ta tio n  
of ev idence ag a in st himself in  su p p o rt of th e  un ify ing  conclusion of The 
W ords. But b y  w riting  in  th e  continuous p re s e n t, S tein  "a rg u e s” 
s ty lis tica lly  again st the  evocation of an a ir tig h t p e rso n a lity , ag a in st th e  
re p re se n ta tio n  of an  id en tity  which ex tends and is knowable acro ss tim e. 
She w rites about id en tity  w ithout c rea tin g  id en tity , and  in  th is  way h e r  
s ty le  of w riting  in  the  "continuous p resen t"  complements h e r  c r i t iq u e /1 
H erein lies the  d ifference betw een h e r f ir s t  and  second au tob iog raphy : 
"the  f i r s t  A utobiography . . . was a descrip tion  and  a creation  of 
som ething th a t  hav ing  happened was in  a way happen ing  not again  b u t as 
i t  h ad  been  which is  h is to ry  which is new spaper which is illu s tra tio n  b u t 
is  no t a  simple n a rra tiv e  of w hat is  happen ing  . . . a s  if  it  is e x is tin g  
sim ply th a t th in g . And now in  th is  book I have done it if I have done it"  
(264). T h u s, E verybody 's A utobiography is not ju s t  an o th e r 
au tob iog raphy ; "if you do [any th ing ] again  th en  you know you a re  doing 
i t  again  an d  i t  is no t in te res tin g "  (E verybody 's 18).
But in  be ing  ev ery b o d y 's  au tob iog raphy , and  in  c rip p lin g  the  
lingu istic  mechanisms b y  which id en tity  form s, is th e  book G ertru d e  
S te in 's  au tob iography? With th is  question  I do not p ropose  to  cavil about 
th e  a ttr ib u tio n  of th e  te x t ,  b u t  ra th e r  mean to su g g e s t th a t ,  in  a way 
a lto g e th e r d iffe ren t from The A utob iography , E verybody 's A utob iography  
f ro n ts  th e  question  of how th e  s ig n a tu re  u n ifie s , " ro o ts ,"  and  a u th o r-ize s  
an  au tob iog raphy . T here  a re  a  couple of ways to a d d re ss  th is  q u estio n , 
an d  I will su g g e s t them w ithout be ing  conclusive (as S tein  s a y s , "I n ev e r 
liked h earin g  an y  one rec ite  o r any  one ask  questions th a t needed an  
answ er" [E verybody 's 70 ]). If  we focus on what re p re se n ta tio n  th e
n arra tiv e  does o ffer, th en  unquestionably  i t  is S te in 's  " s to ry ."  She is 
really  not w riting  about everyone, nor is h e r  critique  of au thorial id en tity  
fo r everyone. I t is apparen tly  fo r G ertrude Stein: the  self-proclaim ed 
genius q u a rre lin g  with success , the  new ly-born woman au th o r as she was 
in ad v erten tly  created  in The A utobiography. Indeed , S te in 's  in te re s t in  
h e r  genius s ta tu s  p e rs is ts  in E verybody 's A utobiography and sep ara tes  
h e r , as I a rg u ed  ea rlie r , from everybody—women, men, a r t is ts ,  public— 
while leaguing  h e r  with a n in e teen th -cen tu ry , masculine trad ition  of 
l ite ra ry  se lf-re p re sen ta tio n .42 Estelle Jelinek is p rincipally  reac tin g  
against the  rep resen ta tiona l content when she finds S te in 's  voice in  th is  
au tobiography to be th a t of "a successfu l male" (T radition  147). This 
judgm ent crow ns Je linek 's review of the  book as a "stra ig h t-fo rw ard  
chronological na rra tive"  of S te in 's  life as a celebrity  (145). Je linek 's b ias 
against E verybody 's A utobiography notw ithstanding , she is  not w rong to 
assum e th a t what happens in  the  book happens to Stein and comes to u s 
th ro u g h  an  act of w riting  th a t calls a tten tion  to "G ertrude  Stein" as the  
au thob iog raphy 's s ig n e r.
Jelinek also has some (equally sex ist) complaints about the  book 's 
s ty le : she observes th a t i t  has no "female com ponent," be ing  "in te llectual, 
se lf-conscious, and dull" (147). A lthough I th in k  Je linek 's judgm ent 
about th e  sty le  is sim plistic, h e r focus on sty le  neverthe less p rovides 
ano ther way to th ink  about the  s ig n a tu re  of E verybody 's A utobiography . 
If  Jean  S tarob insk i is r ig h t to a ttr ib u te  autobiographical significance to 
n a rra tiv e  s ty le , th en  desp ite  its  title , th is  au tobiography will seem 
"individualized" as S te in 's . I ts  s ty le , though  re s is ta n t to the  inscrip tion  
of tem porality , harkens back  to S tein 's p re -A utobiography w riting , to its
frag m en ta tio n  of voice a n d  re fu ta tio n  of su b jec tiv e  re p re se n ta tio n . 
A dd itiona lly , th e  p ro se  s ty le  recalls  th e  ideas of d isconnec tion  them atized  
in  "An A m erican a n d  F ra n c e ."  S tein  su p p o rts  th e  e ffec t o f d isconnec tion  
in  E v e ry b o d y 's  A u tob iography  b y  com m enting, " b u t now since  th e  e a r th  is 
a ll co v ered  o v e r  w ith  e v e ry  one th e re  is rea lly  no re la tio n  be tw een  a n y  one 
and  so if th is  E v ery b o d y ’s  A utob iog raphy  is to  be  th e  a u to b io g rap h y  of 
e v e ry  one i t  is no t to  be  of an y  connection betw een  a n y  one an d  a n y  one 
b ecau se  now th e re  is  none" (80) . Were th is  n a rra t iv e  ta k e n  a s  a n  
o b jec tive  accoun t of "ev e ry b o d y ,"  th e  s ty le  an d  them e of d isconnec tion  
m ight a rg u e  a g a in s t th e  book 's b e in g  abou t S te in . B u t d isconnec tion  also  
re so n a te s  w ith w hat I e a r lie r  called S te in 's  lesb ian  po litics  of se p a ra tism . 
P ro je c tin g  th e  d isconnec tion  on "e v e ry b o d y ,"  S te in  h e re  avo ids th e  
d e fen siv e  p o s tu re  of w ithdraw al and  in s tea d  em ploys h e r  po litics 
o ffen s iv e ly , to s t in g  h e r  re a d e rs  in to  th e  p a rad o x ica l p o sitio n  of se e in g  a s  
sh e  se e s  b u t  w ithout see in g  h e r . B u t th a t o b se rv a tio n  s till  does no t 
an sw e r w h e th e r  S te in 's  s ig n a tu re  fu n c tio n s to  link  h e r  alone w ith  h e r  
a u th o b io g ra p h y .
F a r  from  b e in g  a m ere d ig re ss io n , th is  co n sid era tio n  of w hose 
au to b io g rap h y  E v ery b o d y 's  A u tob iog raphy  is  b e a rs  d ire c tly  on i ts  
c r it iq u e  of a u th o ria l id e n tity ;  an d  as I exam ine th is  c r i t iq u e , I w ould like  
fo r  th e  q u e s tio n  to  con tinue  to  f lo a t . To th e  e x te n t  th a t  th e  
a u th o b io g rap h y  is  no t re a d  a s  S te in 's , i t  d e c o n s tru c ts  th e  "u n iv e rsa l"  
c o n v en tio n s , p sy ch o lo g y , an d  epistem ology of a u th o rs h ip , while 
tra n s c e n d in g  issu e s  of g e n d e r  an d  h is to ry ; i t  could be  s ig n e d  b y  
e v e ry b o d y 's  s ig n a tu re . To th e  e x te n t th a t  th e  au th o b io g rap h y  is  re a d  a s  
S te in 's , c ircu m scrib ed  b y  h e r  s ig n a tu re  an d  i ts  re fe re n c e  to  th e  h is to ric a l
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woman—th e  re a d in g  position  I fa v o r—its  c ritiq u e  o f a u th o ria l id e n ti ty  is  
g e n d e re d , roo ted  in  h e r  e x p e rien ce  of a u th o rsh ip  a n d  in  th e  am bivalence 
ab o u t a u th o rsh ip  sh e  in sc rib e d  in  T h e  A u to b io g rap h y . B y a d o p tin g  a 
"disem bodied" voice th a t  sh u n s  su b je c tiv ity  and  in te rsu b je c tiv ity  while 
r e p re s e n tin g  ev en ts  of h e r  p a r t ic u la r  life , S te in  v ir tu a lly  a sk s  fo r  su c h  a  
double re a d in g . My an a ly sis  p ro v id es  one , f i r s t  w ork ing  th ro u g h  th e  
c ritiq u e  of au th o ria l id e n tity  as S te in 's  n a r r a to r  p re s e n ts  i t ,  in  a  
h is to ric a l vacuum ; and  th e n  rev iew in g  th e  im plosion of S te in 's  
au to b io g rap h ica l s ig n a tu re  w hich th is  c ritiq u e  e ffe c ts  from  th e  s ta n d p o in t 
of fem in ist in q u iry  in a u th o rs h ip . T his fin a l re a d in g  does no t rep lace  
S te in 's  d eco n stru c tio n  b u t r a th e r  re se e s  it a s  a  fem inine p ra c tic e  th a t  
in s ta n tia te s  a n d  illum inates c u r r e n t  fem inist th e o ry  on women and  
a u th o rs h ip .
* * * * * * * *
A lthough  p ro p e r ly  sp eak in g  " th e re  is  no b e g in n in g  a n d  no end"  to  
i t ,  S te in 's  c ritiq u e  of a u th o ria l id e n ti ty  is  b a sed  on h e r  m editations ab o u t 
m oney a n d  th e  commercial va lue of h e r  p u b lish ed  te x ts  (7 0 ). Money is 
p r im a ry  in  b e in g  th e  most elem ental s ig n  of h e r  s u c c e s s , an d  th e  
commercial va lue  of h e r  te x ts  is  a lso  p rim ary  fo r  h a v in g  ca ta ly zed  th e  
ch an g es in  h e r  re la tio n sh ip  to h e r  w ritin g .* 3 A t th e  o u tse t i t  shou ld  be  
no ted  th a t  S te in 's  m editations on money a re  d e tach ed  from  a n y  b ro a d  an d  
sy stem atic  co n ce rn  w ith economics o r th e  fu n c tio n  of m oney in  m odern 
cap ita lis t so c ie tie s . In d ee d , sh e  m akes a  couple of casu a l re fe re n c e s  to  
M arx ist communism th a t  d em o n stra te  h e r  d is tan c e  from  th a t  ph ilo so p h y  
(28 , 29). H ow ever, h e r  puzzlem ent ab o u t th e  role of su d d e n  re a d y  c a sh  
in  h e r  life su g g e s ts  an  alm ost M arxist d i s t r u s t  of th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een
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l i te ra tu re  and  p ro p e r ty . In  C h ap te r Two S tein  d iscu sse s  how fo r  th e  f i r s t
time in  h e r  life , b y  p u b lish in g  The A u to b io g rap h y , sh e  has e a rn ed  money
b y  se lling  h e r  w ritin g . H ith erto , as a  w r ite r ,  sh e  had  lived q u ie tly  w ith
Alice on an  "income” ; now she  h as an  a g e n t, money to sp e n d , and  v is ito rs
in  ab u n d an ce—"E verybody  in v ited  me to  meet som ebody"—and  th o u g h  sh e
was no t w ritin g , she  was in  th is  way coming to be  "an  a u th o r"  (78, 31).
In  th is  n a rra tiv e  S tein  d is tin g u ish es  ab so lu te ly  betw een  w rite r  and
a u th o r , and  th e  sa lien t d ifference  is money: " [ I ]n  th e  tw en tie th  c e n tu ry  if
you a re  to come to  be w ritin g  rea lly  w ritin g  you canno t make a  liv ing  a t i t
no no t b y  w riting" (81 ). Money is th e  s u re  s ig n  th a t  she  moved as "an
a u th o r"  in to  th e  realm  of "official a r t . "  I t  made h e r  "feel d iffe ren tly  now
abou t e v e ry th in g "  (30).
I t  is  no t th a t she  w ished th e  money aw ay: " th e re  is th e  sp en d in g  of
money an d  th e re  is no doub t abou t i t  th e re  is no p le a su re  like i t ,  th e
su d d e n  sp lend id  sp en d in g  of money an d  we sp e n t it"  (34 ). B u t th ese
e x p e n d itu re s  a p p e a r to  be  dubious recom pense fo r  th e  tro u b le  th a t  money
causes h e r .  She sa y s ,
slowly e v e ry th in g  changed  inside  me. Y es, of cou rse  i t  d id , 
b ecau se  su d d en ly  i t  was all d if fe re n t, w hat I d id  h ad  a  value th a t  
made people re a d y  to p a y , u p  to th a t  time e v e ry th in g  I d id  h ad  a 
va lue because  nobody was re a d y  to  p a y . I t is fu n n y  ab o u t m oney. 
A nd i t  is  fu n n y  abou t id e n tity . You a re  you  because  y o u r  little  dog 
know s y o u , b u t w hen y o u r pub lic  knows you  an d  does n o t w ant to  
p ay  fo r  you and  w hen y o u r pub lic  knows you an d  does w ant to pay  
fo r  y o u , you a re  no t th e  same you  (32 ).
S te in 's  p h ra s e  "pay  fo r  you" shows how sh e  makes an  equ ivalence  betw een
h e rse lf  an d  h e r  w ritin g , an  equ ivalence w hich was unproblem atic  while
sh e  w ro te  p riv a te ly  an d  h e r  w ritin g 's  value was a p r iv a te  one . B u t w hen
sh e  an d  h e r  w ritin g  became su ccessfu l an d  acq u ired  a  m onetary  v a lu e , th e
equ ivalence  b ro k e  down an d  h e r  re la tio n sh ip  to h e r  w ritin g  became
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u n certa in . So did the  relationship  betw een h e r  w ritings. She w rite s ,
Before one is successfu l th a t is before  any one is  read y  to 
pay  money fo r any th ing  you do th en  you a re  certa in  th a t every  
word you have w ritten  is an  im portant word to have w ritten  and  
th a t any  word you have w ritten  is  as im portant as any  o th er word 
and you keep every th in g  you have w ritten  w ith g rea t c a re . And 
th en  it  happens sometimes sooner and sometimes la te r  th a t it  has a  
money value I had mine v e ry  much la te r  and it is u p se ttin g  because 
when no th ing  had any  commercial value e v ery th in g  was im portant 
and  when som ething began having  a commercial value i t  was 
u p se ttin g , I imagine th is  is tru e  of any  one (27).
While doub tless o th er new au tho rs (like Tennessee Williams) experienced  a
v a rie ty  of S te in 's d istu rbance  over the  sudden  commercial value of th e ir
a r t ,  few can have w ritten  against th is  evaluation w ith the  fe rv o r  S tein
shows h e re . Her d istu rbance  reflects a  form of betw eenness sim ilar to
th a t of The A utobiography, with th is  d ifference: th a t the  outlaw a r t is t
has ceased to be refused  b u t takes issue  w ith the  p rocess of accep tance.
In  p a rtic u la r, she queries the  kind  of w riting  responsib le  fo r h e r
displacem ent from the m argins to th e  cen ter of public in te re s t. Why
au tho r-iza tion  only implicates certa in  of h e r te x ts  is  th e  question
u n d erly in g  th is  observation:
b u t somehow if  my w riting  was w orth money th en  i t  was not w hat i t  
had  b een , if  i t  had always been  w orth money then  it  would have 
been  used  to being  th a t th in g  b u t if any th ing  changed th en  th e re  is  
no id en tity  (67). . . .
T he foregoing citations may imply th a t Stein saw th e  economics of 
au tho rsh ip  as a  sub ject divorced from people 's actions, b u t  in  fa c t, h e r 
deliberations on money also challenge the  role of h e r  au tob iographies' 
re a d e rsh ip . Id en tity  in  E verybody 's A utobiography still occasionally 
means audience recognition, and S tein is  still coming to term s with th is  
recognition  and  th e  way it  silenced h e r . What is  d iffe ren t h e re  is  th a t the  
aud ience 's creation  of au thorial iden tity  is entangled w ith th e ir  ro le  as
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"b u y ers"  of a r t .  S tein  comments th a t  she  "had always been  in te re s te d  in
th e  good American doctrine  you should no t p re p a re  a n y th in g  w ithout
hav in g  a p ro sp e c t, th a t is th e re  should  be a  b u y e r fo r  ev e ry  se ller"  (50).
T his d isclosure  comes a f te r  a p a rticu la rly  po ignant p a ra g ra p h  th a t  closes
w ith , "I was not doing any  w ritin g ."  She says th a t " th e re  is  no bo ther"
w hen th e re  is  no b u y e r . B ut "how once th a t you know th a t  th e  b u y e r  is
th e re  can you go on knowing th a t th e  b u y e r is  not th e re [? ]"  (50). The
know ledge th a t th e re  is  a  b u y e r  stym ies S tein  r a th e r  th an  excites h e r  in
th e  "good American" way. She half explains h e re :
The th in g  is like th is , it  is all th e  question  of id e n ti ty . I t  is all a  
question  of th e  ou tside  being  ou tside and  th e  inside  b e in g  in sid e .
As long as th e  outside does no t p u t a  value on you i t  rem ains 
ou tside  b u t when it does p u t a  value on you th en  i t  g e ts  inside  o r 
ra th e r  if  th e  outside p u ts  a  value on you th en  all y o u r in side  g e ts  to 
be ou tside  (34).
In  th is  w ay, S te in 's  b u y e r p u ts  an  "outside" value on h e r /h e r  w ritings 
which draw s h e r  in to  self-conscious aw areness—she sees h e r  se lf/in s id e  
a s  from th e  ou tside ; and  th is  aw areness in  tu rn  u p se ts  h e r  p riv a te  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  and  re la tionsh ip  to h e r  w riting  (in n e r v e rsu s  o u te r  may be 
read ily  tran s la te d  in to  p riv a te  v e rsu s  p u b lic ) . T his la s t idea echoes th e  
in terim  p ieces ' em phasis on how inimical id en tity /reco g n itio n  is  to  th e  
c rea tiv e  p ro ce ss . B ut in  E verybody 's A u tob iography , S tein  a d d re sse s  
w ith  re la tiv e ly  u n ch a rac te ris tic  rep resen ta tio n a l language th e  w orst e ffect 
of h e r  au d ien ce -b u y ers :
All th is  time I did  no w riting . I had w ritten  and  was w riting  
no th ing . N othing inside me needed to  be w r itte n . N othing needed  
an y  w ord and  th e re  was no word inside me th a t could not be  spoken 
and  so th e re  was no word inside me. A nd I was not w ritin g . I 
began  to  w orry  abou t id e n tity . I had  always been  I because  I had  
w ords th a t had  to  be  w ritten  inside me and  now an y  word I had  
inside could be  spoken it  did no t need to be  w ritte n . I am I because  
my little  dog knows me. But was I I w hen I had  no w ritte n  word
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in s id e  m e. I t  was v e ry  bo thersom e. . . .  I was n o t do ing  an y  
w ritin g  (49-50).
T he way h e r  se n ten c es  in  th e  above p a ra g ra p h  f r e t  w ith  th e  idea
th a t  sh e  w ro te  n o th in g  in d ica te s  th e  pa in  th e  h ia tu s  in  h e r  w ritin g  m ust
h av e  cost S te in . T he sh if t  from  theo riza tion  in  th e  second  p e rso n  ("y o u ")
to  m editations in  th e  f i r s t  p e rso n  (" I" )  in  p a r tic u la r  r e g is te r s  h e r
tro u b le d  se lf-invo lvem en t in  th is  o therw ise  u n iv e rsa liz ed  c rit iq u e . B u t
S te in 's  re p re se n ta tio n  of h e rs e lf  a s  not w ritin g  calls a tte n tio n  to  i ts e lf  a s
d e sc rip tio n  of th e  p a s t ,  fo r  S te in  is  obv iously  w ritin g  a g a in , th e
a u d ie n c e -b u y e r  n o tw ith s ta n d in g . Now in  th is  a u th o b io g rap h y  S te in
beg in s  to re b u ild  th e  f ro n tie r  betw een  in n e r  an d  o u te r , p r iv a te  and
p u b lic , on w hich h e r  c re a tiv ity  d e p en d s . Since she  en joys b e in g  lionized
an d  re a d in g  h e r  fan  mail, h e r  d isposition  to  h e r  re a d e r -b u y e rs  is  n e v e r
hostile  (x x i, 132 p a ss im ). B u t th e  tone of h e r  re m a rk s , and  o ften  th e ir
v e ry  se q u e n c e , b e tra y s  a n  im plicit—an d  sometimes ex p lic it—iro n y . F o r
exam ple, th e  iro n y  d ire c te d  a t  b o th  au to b io g rap h y  an d  re a d e rs  o f th e
g e n re  is  unm istakab le  in  th e se  re m a rk s :
B u t now well now how can  you dream  ab o u t a  p e rso n a lity  w hen i t  is  
alw ays b e in g  c re a te d  fo r  you b y  p u b lic ity , how can  you  believe  
w hat y ou  make u p  w hen p u b lic ity  makes them  u p  to  be  so  m uch 
re a le r  th a n  you  can  d ream . And so au to b io g rap h y  is  w ritte n  w hich 
is  in  a  way a  w ay to  say  th a t  p u b lic ity  is r ig h t ,  th e y  a re  a s  th e  
p u b lic  sees  them . Well y e s  (53 ).
W ithout d is c re d itin g  e ith e r  h e r  rem arks abou t money an d  commercial v a lu e
o r  h e r  imm ediate re sp o n se s  to them , S te in 's  iro n y  in  th is  a u th o b io g ra p h y
h e lp s  h e r  d ise n ta n g le  h e rs e lf  from  th e  p u b lic  th a t  stym ies h e r .  S ince T he
A u to b io g rap h y  ca ta lyzed  th e  m oney, th e  b u y e rs ,  a n d  th e  p u b lic ity  th a t
re c re a te d  h e r  id e n ti ty  as an  a u th o r , th e  medium of a u to b io g rap h y  q u ite
rea so n a b ly  comes to be  th e  ta rg e t  of h e r  iro n y —"A n y th in g  is
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au to b io g rap h y ”—and  of h e r  m ost p rovoca tive  m editations (x x iii)  . 
R e fra in in g  from  id e n tify in g  a /h e r  se lf  w ith  th e  claim th a t  ’’n e ith e r  
c h a ra c te r  n o r id e n tity  a re  n e c e ssa ry  to  him who m ed ita te s , ” sh e  u se s  th is  
a u to b io g rap h y  to  b re a k  down th e  a u th o ria l id e n tity  a n d  implode th e  
s ig n a tu re  th a t  T he A u tob iog raphy  c re a te d  (8 3 ). In  th e  "second  p a r t ” of 
th e  c ritiq u e  in  E v ery b o d y ’s A u tob iog raphy  sh e  th u s  exposes th e  illu sion - 
s tu d d e d  epistem ology w hich u n d e rlie s  a u to b io g rap h y  a n d  is  re sp o n sib le  
fo r  so ld e rin g  s ig n a tu re  an d  id e n tity  in  au th o ria l id e n ti ty .
T h ro u g h o u t th e  n a r ra t iv e , S te in  comments and  re f le c ts  on th e  
fallac ies o f in te rsu b je c tiv e  know ledge resp o n sib le  fo r  th e  c rea tio n  of 
id e n ti ty  v ia a u to b io g rap h y . T he d isp e rsa l of th e se  m editations does no t 
le ssen  th e ir  w eight in  th e  n a r ra t iv e ;  r a th e r ,  th is  p re se n ta tio n  endow s 
them  w ith  a n  alm ost sublim inal e ffe c t. C ollectively , how ever, th e y  
c o n s titu te  th e  most su b v e rs iv e  dim ension of S te in 's  au th o b io g rap h ica l 
co n fro n ta tio n  w ith  a u th o ria l id e n tity  fo r  th e y  tea se  th e  r e a d e r  w ith  th e  
frag ile  an d  dup lic itous know ledge sh e  h as o r  rece iv es  ab o u t h e rs e lf  an d  
o th e rs  in  life  an d  b o o k s . S te in  calls in to  q u estio n  th e  know ledge 
c o n s titu tiv e  of id e n ti ty , re n d e r in g  it  im possible fo r  h e r  new  re a d e rs h ip  to  
p e r s is t  in  se e in g  an  equ iva lence  betw een  h e r  an d  "G e rtru d e  S te in ” :
"T h e re  is  me m y se lf ,” sh e  s a y s , "and  th e re  is id e n tity  my id e n ti ty ” (176) . 
U n d o u b ted ly , S te in ’s a ssa u lt on C a rte s ian  epistem ology is  fue lled  b y  h e r  
in te r e s t  in  re d ire c tin g  re a d e rs ' focus from  h e rs e lf  to  h e r  w ritin g ; sh e  
s a y s , " I t  alw ays d id  b o th e r  me th a t  th e  Am erican pu b lic  w ere more 
in te re s te d  in  me th a n  in  my w ork” (3 9 ). B u t th is  g ru d g e  alone can n o t 
acco u n t fo r  th e  d e c o n s tru c tiv e  m ethod S te in  employs to  u n d o  a n d  d is c re d it  
au to b io g rap h ica l id e n ti ty . In  h e r  e ssa y  on S tein  a n d  th e  Cone s i s te r s ,
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C arolyn  B urke  docum ents how S tein  a p p a ren tly  coined th e  term
"d eco n stru c tio n "  in  d e sc rib in g  th e  aim of h e r  w ork to Mina Loy:
"d eco n stru c tio n  p re p a ra to ry  to  complete rec o n stru c tio n  of th e  objective"
(238). And B urke  exp la ins how S te in 's  proxim ity  to  cubism  is  p rec ise ly
th is  d e co n stru c tiv e  "dism antling  of b o th  th e  s tru c tu ra l  p rin c ip le s  of th e
su b je c t an d  trad itio n a l, unexam ined h ab its  of p e rcep tio n "  (238). Couple
th is  o v e ra rch in g  a e s th e tic s  of a n ti-su b je c tiv ity  w ith h e r  p ro jec t to undo
th e  in a d v e r te n t c rea tion  of h e r  au tob iograph ical id e n tity  an d  S te in 's
c ritiq u e  of th e  epistem ology of id e n tity  a p p ea rs  an  in ten tiona l (if
unsystem atic ) m ethodology.
O ver and  ag a in , S te in 's  m editative n a r ra to r  p lays w ith  th e  illusion
of know ing a n o th e r , from h e r  own o r  an y o n e 's  po in t of view . Some
comments a re  p la in ly  parod ic  o r  iro n ic , as h e r  su g g estio n  in  th is  (o n e !)
sen ten ce  th a t  to  know someone means to g re e t them :
B e rn a rd  Fay  a sk ed  me if  i t  d id  no t make me se lf-conscious to  have 
ev e ry b o d y  in  America know me and  say  how do you do , i t  does seem 
e x tra o rd in a ry  b u t th e y  all d id  know me an d  th e y  all d id  say  how do 
you  do , of cou rse  I n e v e r  im agined th a t  th ey  would all know me an d  
th a t  th e y  would say  how do you do an y  one anyw here  b u t  w hen th e y  
d id  it  i t  was a fte rw ard s  a s  i t  is  h e re  in  B ilign in , e v e ry b o d y  h e re  
an d  in  Belley knows me an d  as I go abou t a n y  one anyw here  sa y s  
how do you do and  America is  a  little  la rg e r  of co u rse  i t  is a  little  
la rg e r  th e re  a re  a  g re a t m any more people th e re  b u t a f te r  all if  th e y  
all do know you and  do say  how do you do to you once i t  h ap p en s i t  
rea lly  does no t make i t  d if fe re n t th a t America is la rg e r  an d  th a t 
th e re  a re  so many more people ov e r th e re  th a n  h e re  since  th e y  all 
do know you and  th e y  all do say  how do you do to you  (61-62).
S te in 's  leve ling  of "everybody" in to  th is  superfic ia lly  know ing g roup  is
c h a ra c te r is tic  of h e r  m ethod. E lsew here she  sa y s  th a t  "you th a t is  I well
now an y  one o ften  meets them  people you know o r  people who know you"
(3 ) . In  th is  w ay sh e  specifically  im plicates h e rse lf  in  th e  epistem ology
sh e  is d isc re d itin g . D iscussing  th e  Making of Am ericans sh e  s a y s , " In
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w ritin g  [it]  I said I w rite  fo r m yself and  s tra n g e rs  and  th en  la te r  now I 
know th ese  s tr a n g e rs ,  a re  th ey  s till s t r a n g e rs ,  well anyw ay th a t too does 
no t rea lly  b o th e r me. . . ."  (82 ). In  a  seem ing paradox  she  th u s  
su g g e s ts  th a t  she knows s tra n g e rs ;  th ey  rem ain s tra n g e rs  because  "I 
n e v e r do know what th e y  can d o , I rea lly  do not know w hat th ey  a re 11 
(89 ). Does an y th in g  su p p o rt S te in 's p ro te s te d  ignorance? It certa in ly  
reso n ates  with h e r  above-m entioned accen t on d isconnection , echoed 
elsew here in h e r  (litera lly ) eccen tric  opinions of re la tions betw een people: 
"b u t now indiv idual an y th in g  as re la ted  to  ev e ry  o th e r indiv idual is to me 
no longer in te re s tin g . . . . now th e re  is rea lly  no rela tion  betw een 
anyone" (80). S te in 's  implicit use  of tau to logy  h e re —rela tions betw een 
ind iv iduals a re  not in te re s tin g  because th e re  a re  no re la tions betw een 
ind iv idua ls—shows how even w ith logic she defies a su b jec t-ob jec t form of 
knowledge which would con trad ic t h e r  "argum ent" ag a in st 
know ing /recogn iz ing /iden tify ing  o th e rs . But sh e  also denies th is  
knowledge overtly  in th e  following so r t  of claim, "The moment you or 
anybody  else knows w hat you a re  you a re  not it"  (7 4 ) .A4 In sum , th e  
au thobiographical significance of these  comments p o in ting  to th e  illusion 
of know ing an o th e r can be  p u t su cc in c tly : how can she  be personally  
recognized  a s  "G ertrude  Stein" if  knowing an o th e r is  illusory? How can 
h e r  audience know "G ertrude  Stein" from The A utobiography  w hen 
au tho ria l id en tity  is  essen tia lly  false?
A d iffe ren t b u t re la ted  p a r t  of S te in ’s challenge to th e  sub jective  
basis of au th o rsh ip  consists in  h e r m editations on th e  reflex ive  ac t of se lf- 
know ledge. All of th e  num erous perm utations of th e  sta tem ent f i r s t  
declared  in  th e  interim  p ieces—"I am I because my little  dog knows me"—
con tribu te  to th is  in q u iry . By the  n a rra tiv e 's  end in  C hapter Five, Stein 
will lay th is  theme to r e s t  with the  open suspicion, "I was not su re  b u t 
th a t th a t only proved  the  dog was he and not th a t I was I ," and  the  more 
dism issive conclusion, "perhaps I am not I even if my little  dog knows me 
b u t any  way I like what I have and now it is today" (259, 278). Wedging a 
b a r r ie r  betw een the  I who speaks and the  I who is re fe rre d  to , Stein 
reveals h e r  d istance from the C artesian  position, as detailed b y  Stanley 
Cavell in  his essay  on D escartes and  Emerson. Cavell a rg u es th a t the  
cogito argum ent D escartes form ulated, and which his in h erito rs  in 
W estern, masculine autobiographical trad itions used  to prem ise th e ir  
n a rra tiv e s , was not simply, "I th in k , therefo re  I am ," b u t r a th e r ,  "I say  
th a t I th in k  there fo re  I am" (279-281).45 In  con trast .to S a rtre  (and 
W right to a le sse r d e g re e ) , Stein does not use  evidence against h e rse lf 
b u t positions h e r  meditations against the  p rac tice  and  epistemology of 
se lf-ev idence. The Words derives neatly  from R ousseau’s Confessions in  
which th e  n a rra to r  maintains th a t he is  completely known to himself and  
can th ere fo re  reveal himself in all of his inimitable un iqueness to his 
r e a d e rs . Stein problem atizes the  reflex iv ity  of th is  self-know ledge and  
those recollective tex ts  which bespeak  th is  re flex iv ity .
The most d a ring  passage in  E verybody 's A utobiography b rillian tly  
a rticu la te s  S te in 's problems w ith self-know ledge:
And id en tity  is funny  being  yourse lf is funny  as you a re  
n ev er yourse lf to yourse lf excep t as you remember yourse lf and  
th en  of course you do not believe yourse lf. T hat is  really  the  
troub le  w ith an  autobiography you do not of course you do not 
really  believe yourse lf why should you , you know so well so v e ry  
well th a t i t  is not yourse lf, it could no t be you rse lf because you 
cannot remember r ig h t and if you do remember r ig h t it does not 
sound r ig h t and  of course it does not sound r ig h t because i t  is  not 
r ig h t. You a re  of course n ever you rse lf. Well anyway I did tell all 
about m yself. . . (53).
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T he p lace  to  b e g in  u n p a ck in g  th is  p a ssa g e  is  a t  th e  e n d : sh e  d id  te ll all 
ab o u t h e rse lf  in  T he A u to b io g rap h y . A nd y e t ,  as a rem em bered  acco u n t 
f e a tu r in g  th e  a c t of rem em brance, th a t  n a rra tiv e  p ro d u c e d  a n  equ iva lence  
be tw een  th e  woman S te in  and  th e  a u th o r- to -b e  S tein  th a t  " is no t r ig h t ."  
S te in 's  su g g e s tio n  th a t  au to b io g rap h e rs  like h e rse lf  in c ite  th is  
eq u iv a len ce  betw een  "you" an d  "y o u rse lf"  d esp ite  th e ir  d isb e lie f in  th e  
eq u iv a len ce  has th e  rh e to ric a l fu n c tio n  of a jo k e . T he joke is  not th a t  "I" 
w as "Alice" in  The A u to b io g rap h y ; th e  joke is  th a t  G e rtru d e  S te in  was no t 
"I" an d  "of cou rse"  is n o t " I ."  B ut more th a n  m ere d isc la im er e n g in e e rs  
th is  p a ssa g e ; th e re  is  S te in 's  tau to logical p lay  w ith  s y n ta x  in  "You a re  of 
c o u rse  n e v e r  y o u rs e lf ."  A su b je c t "y o u ,"  so  goes th e  log ic , canno t b y  
d e fin itio n  b e  th e  re flex iv e  " y o u rse lf ,"  fo r  th a t would re q u ire  an  e ra s u re  
of th e  su b je c t-o b je c t d is tan ce  w ith  w hich "you" p e rce iv es  "y o u rse lf"  as an  
o b je c t. A n e ffec t of th is  tau to logy  is  th a t  S te in 's  c u r r e n t  au d ien ce  also 
becom es im plicated in  th e  deceit becau se  of th e ir  re lian ce  on th e  s u b je c t-  
ob jec t d is tan c e  to  know  "G e rtru d e  S tein" from  T he  A u to b io g rap h y . S te in  
o b s tru c ts  p e rso n a l iden tifica tion  in  a u th o rsh ip  th ro u g h  a u to b io g ra p h y  b y  
rem ov ing  i ts  b a s is :  a  se lf  to be  reco g n ized . In  h e r  po ised  m a tte r -o f- fa c t 
m anner ( in  w hich a  re a d e r  may th in k  she  h e a rs  th e  voice o f S te in ) S te in  
d is c re d its  th e  self-im plication  in  th e  la s t a u to b io g rap h y  a n d , b y  
e x te n s io n , in  th e  au to b io g rap h y  u n d e rw ay . H er "disem bodied" 
m edita tions on th e  illu sion  of se lf-re fle x iv e  know ledge a rg u e :  if  I am n o t 
I ,  th e n  how can  you  recogn ize  me?
S te in 's  d ism an tling  of th e  su b jec tiv e  b a s is  o f id e n ti ty  tu rn s  a ro u n d  
th e  q u e s tio n  p osed  e a r lie r :  W ithout e ffe c tin g  se lf -c re a tio n , can  th is  b e  
S te in 's  a u to b io g rap h y ?  I f  S te in 's  a sse rtio n s  a re  h e e d e d , in d eed  i t  is :
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"Anyway au tob iog raphy  is easy  like i t  o r  not au tob iog raphy  is easy  fo r
any  one and  so th is  is  to  be  E verybody 's A utobigraphy" (x x iii) . B ut
S te in 's  sp re zz a tu ra  h e re  re g a rd in g  th e  ease w ith which E verybody 's
A utobiography composes itse lf  se rv e s  to u n se ttle  expecta tions abou t w hat
au tob iography  is and  d o es . T hroughou t h e r  p re se n t n a rra tiv e  S tein
d rops h in ts  about what it is , a rg u in g  quite lite ra lly  fo r th e  "noth ing" th a t
i t  tak es as i ts  su b jec t. The w ords "nothing" and  "nobody" actually
re v e rb e ra te  with sign ifican t freq u e n cy , in giveaways su ch  as " the
d ifference  betw een know ing [everybody] a  long time and  not know ing
them  a t  all is  rea lly  n o th in g ,"  as well as in more su b s ta n tiv e  rem arks like
"And anyw ay excep t in daily life nobody is anybody" (41, 89). The
second observation  in  p a rtic u la r  connects S te in 's  raz in g  of id en tity  w ith
h e r  politics of isolation b y  im plying th a t not in  au tob iograph ies b u t  in
daily  ex istence  alone is G ertru d e  S tein  to  be  "know n"; o therw ise she  is
nobody. B u t even  th a t form ulation does not ho ld , g iyen  th e  way th e  f i r s t
rem ark  d isqualifies an y  k ind  of long-term  "knowing" such  as we might
envision  betw een Stein and  Toklas. In  life she  is  w ith  A lice, no t know ing
h e r  /g re e tin g  h e r  w ith "how do you do ."  In  th e  au tob iog raphy  un d erw ay ,
how ever, S te in 's  m editations an tic ipa te  and  re fu se  in th e ir  sub jec t and
method th e  c reation  of id en tity ; she is  nobody, w ith re sp e c t to  h e r
know ing r e a d e r s .
Sim ilarly, h e r  n a rra tiv e  trum pets its  n o th in g n ess , as th ese
rep re se n ta tio n s  of it "a rgue": "I am te lling  it now so simply th a t  p e rh ap s
it  is not any th ing" (89); and  n e a r its  "en d ,"
I w ent on w ritin g , I had always w anted i t  all to be  common-place and  
simple an y th in g  th a t  I am w riting  and  th en  I g e t w orried  le s t I have 
succeeded  an d  it is  too common-place and  too simple so much so th a t 
i t  is  n o th in g , anybody  says i t  is  not so , it  is not too common-place
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and  no t too simple b u t do th e y  know anyw ay I have  alw ays all th e  
time th o u g h t i t  was so and  hoped it  was so and  th e n  w orried  le s t  it 
was so . I am w orried  again  now le s t it  is  so (271; my em phasis) .
Such re flec tio n s on th e  n a rra tiv e  show ing S tein  o v e rre ad in g  h e rse lf  need
to  be  d is tin g u ish ed  from th e  "defacem ent” th a t  Paul de Man th eo rizes  all
au to b io g rap h ies  en ac t; de M an's de c o n stru c tiv e  th e o ry  abou t
au to b io g rap h y  w ritin g , coming from "outside" au tob iog raph ical n a r ra t iv e ,
assum es th e  exp lic it co n stru c tio n  of a "face" w hich d esp ite  itse lf
d is in te g ra te s  in  th e  language (9 ) . S te in , in  c o n tra s t , ac tiv e ly  w rites
a g a in s t a  face and  ag a in s t th e  p o ss ib ility  of one from "inside"
a u to b io g ra p h y .46 I t  m ight be  a rg u e d  th a t th e  d esc rip tio n  of h e r  and
T ok las 's  Am erican to u r  in  th e  len g th y  fo u r th  c h ap te r  c o n s titu te s  a
b e tra y a l of h e r  c ritiq u e  of th e  id e n tity -c re a tin g  language  and  th o u g h t of
au to b io g rap h y . H ow ever, th e  n a rra tiv e  rec rea tio n  of th e  to u r  p a r ta k e s  of
th e  "con tinuous p re se n t"  inform ing th e  whole n a rra t iv e , w hich o b s tru c ts
th e  facile ten d en cy  of au to b iog raphy  re a d e rs  to  "see" a  se lf  u n d e r
co n s tru c tio n . In s te a d , th is  s ty le  e n su re s  th e  re p re se n ta tio n  of n o th in g
b u t  th e  s to ry  of n a rra tio n  u n d erw ay , w hich S tein  occasionally  re fe rs  to
w ith  vo lup tuous concen tra tion : "I like w ritin g , i t  is so p le a sa n t, to have
th e  in k  w rite  i t  down on th e  p a p e r  as i t  goes on doing" (271).
H aving d is ru p te d  th e  sub jec tive  basis  of h e r  a u th o rsh ip , S te in  h a s
a rg u e d  th ro u g h  h e r  second au th o b io g rap h y  th a t  a u th o rs—like h e r—do not
have  an  id e n tity . If  re fe ren c e  need  be  m ade, S te in 's  second
au to b io g rap h y  ind ica tes th a t h e r  s ig n a tu re  p o in ts  not to h e r  se lf—fo r
w here  is th a t? —b u t to  h e r  te x ts .  No anecdote  in  th e  te x t  more e loquen tly
a rg u e s  fo r  th is  s ig n a to ria l rep osition ing  th a n  th e  one "conclud ing" th e
P re fa c e :
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A nd th e n  we fo u r Max White an d  Lindley H ubbell and  Alice Toklas 
and  I w alked down F ifth  A venue to g e th e r  an d  my book P o r tra its  an d  
P ra y e rs  was ju s t  to come out th a t  d ay  and  on th e  cover was to be  a 
p h o to g rap h  of me b y  C arl Van V echten and  as we w ere w alking 
down F ifth  A venue to g e th e r , a you n g  coloured woman smiled and  
slowly po in ted  and  th e re  i t  was a  copy of th e  book in  a  show window 
and  sh e  smiled and  w ent away (x x v i) .
T his anecdo te  tra c e s  a  tra je c to ry  from p h o to g rap h  to  a u th o rized  book to
shop window in to  which Stein  as well a s  th e  p a ss in g  woman looks a s  a
sp e c ta to r . I f  th e  woman's g e s tu re  has any  re fe re n tia l sign ificance  i t  is to
u n d e rsc o re  th a t  "G ertru d e  Stein" only names a n  a u th o r  of books to  be
sold an d  re a d . In  th is  w ay, S te in 's  s ig n a tu re  can  be  sa id  to have
imploded in  E verybody 's  A u tob iog raphy ; it is v io len tly  d islocated  from  th e
field  of sub jec tive  rep re se n ta tio n  g u a ran tee in g  a p e rso n  on one end of i t
an d  d isp laced  ac ro ss  te x ts  which it a u th o r- ize s  w ithout e v e r  p ro d u c in g
th e  a u th o r  "in  p e rs o n ."  Peggy  Kamuf's sp a tia l d iscussion  of th e  a u th o ria l
s ig n a tu re  su p p o rts  and  clarifies th is  po in t:
A s ig n a tu re  is no t a name; a t  most it is a  p iece  of a  nam e, i ts  
c ita tion  acco rd ing  to ce rta in  r u le s . But n e ith e r  is  i t  sim ply a  p iece 
of common language th a t can be p icked  up  an d  u sed  b y  ju s t  anyone 
to  an y  p u rp o se . Like a  dash  o r a h y p h e n —a t r a i t—th e  s ig n a tu re  
spaces o u t, jo in s , and  d issoc ia tes . I t  is  n o t, how ever, a  line of 
d iv ision , n o r a d iv id ing  line—u n less  one h e a rs  th a t  p h ra se  as a  line  
th a t is a t e v e ry  po in t d iv id ing  itse lf  (b u t , since a  p o in t is  p rec ise ly  
th e  ind iv isib le  u n it  of th is  f ig u re , b e tte r  no t t r y  to m easure th e  
s ig n a tu re  geom etrically o r to p lo t i ts  position  in  th is  way in  th e  
tex tu a l sp a ce ) . As a  piece of p ro p e r  nam e, th e  s ig n a tu re  p o in ts , a t 
one ex trem ity , to a  p ro p e rly  unnam eable s in g u la r ity ; as  a  p iece of 
language , th e  s ig n a tu re  to u ch es , a t  i ts  o th e r  e x trem ity , on th e  
space  of f re e  su b s titu tio n  w ithout p ro p e r  re fe re n c e  (S ig n a tu re  12- 
13).
Kamuf s t r e s s e s  how th e  s ig n a tu re  th u s  o rd in arily  func tions as a  
continuum  of so r ts  b o th  jo in ing  and  d issociating  th e  "unnam eable 
s in g u la rity "  an d  " free  su b s titu tio n " ; re a d e rs  of a u to b io g rap h y , typ ica lly  
m aking th e  equivalence betw een a u th o r  and  n a r ra to r ,  cause  th e  
s ig n a tu re 's  fu n c tio n  to  be  more one of jo in ing . S te in 's  p ro jec t is  to  d isjo in
149
th e  s ig n a tu re  from th e  "unnam eable singu larity "  b u t not to  leave i t  an  
object of f re e  su b s titu tio n  (like a common n o u n ) . Her deconstruc tion  of 
au th o ria l id en tity  ultim ately s tre n g th e n s  the  ro le  of th e  a u th o r ind icated  
b y  th e  s ig n a tu re  b y  in s is tin g  on re fe rence  to th e  te x ts  
"pseudoanonym ously" s ig n e d . A7
The autobiographical con trac t su g g ested  b y  E verybody 's 
A utob iography  is a  destabilized  v a rie ty  of th e  Lejeune model I review ed 
e a r lie r ; b u t th e re  is  p len ty  of reason  to consider it  y e t a  co n trac t w here 
th e  a u th o r 's  s ig n a tu re  p res id es  w ithout need of id en tity  w ith n a rra to r  and  
p ro tag o n is t so-nam ed. S te in 's  deconstruction  is ,  in  th is  w ay, 
nonprogram m atic a t b e s t . But is th a t quality  no t w hat deconstruc tion  is 
all about?
D econstruction , as th e  word sa y s , is  not ju s t  a  d e s tru c tio n  of an  
old p rog ram , o r the  p u ttin g  in place of a  new one. I ts  fo rce  is  
p rec ise ly  not th a t of a program  o r a p ro jec t, b u t of an  
unprogram m ed new ness th a t a rise s  th e re  w here th e  old has w orn 
out w ithout y e t y ield ing  th e  g round  to  a stab le  and  recognizable 
s t ru c tu re  ( S ignatu re  17).
B ut does S te in 's  s ignato ria l reposition ing  rea lly  oppose th e  in s titu tio n  of
au th o rsh ip ?
T he lesson  should be th a t th e  au tho ria l in s titu tio n  and  th e  critica l 
a ttitu d e s  i t  fo s te rs  a re  not to  be simply opposed o r th row n o v e r. 
Such oppositional " s tra te g y "  has p roved  to some ex ten t to be  b u t an  
an tic ipation  of i ts  own rev e rsa l in  a  new valorization  of the  
" a u th o r ,"  th e  "h isto rical su b je c t,"  o r a "new sub ject"  (S igna tu re  
15).
N ev erth e le ss , S te in 's  second au tob iography  does seek  some k ind  of 
valorization of th e  a u th o r . Her ambivalence befo re  and  a f te r  h e r  a u th o r­
ization  ind icate  h e r  half-w illingness to p a rtic ip a te  in  th e  in s titu tio n  of 
a u th o rsh ip , b u t  on h e r  te rm s. The evidence su g g e s ts  th a t S te in 's  is an  
am bivalent deconstruc tion  of th e  s ig n a tu re .
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F irs t , in  E verybody’s A utobiography Stein continues to w ish not to
p rev e n t th e  promotion of h e r  s ig n a tu re ; on th is  po in t, she  has no t
changed h e r  mind much since The A utobiography. She equivocates h e re
on th e  question  of the  p rin tin g  of h e r  te x ts :
Besides I said  I wanted them to go ahead and p r in t e v e ry th in g , it  
has always been my hope th a t some day some one would p r in t  
e v e ry th in g , i t  does not b o th e r me so much now, well p a rtly  because 
i t  does not and p a rtly  because if it is not p rin ted  some one will 
d iscover it la te r  and th a t will be so much more exciting  o r th ey  will 
not and  th a t will be so much more d is tu rb in g  (90).
As i t  tu rn s  out B ennett C erf a rran g es  to p r in t ev e ry th in g —not ju s t the
au tob iog raph ies, as h e r  f i r s t  agen t suggested—which is  p rec ise ly  what
Stein w anted (109). Second, Stein wants not to re linqu ish  the  pow er of
contro lling  h e r  signa tu re  and te x ts 1 circulation. S te in 's  p rid e  in  h e r  small
aud ience, and  h e r  tac it desire  to keep appreciation  of h e r  rea l w ork small
—so as to p re se rv e  a semblance of h e r  m arginal outlaw s ta tu s —su g g e s ts
th is  negative d esire :
[A ]t la s t I found out what was bo thering  them they  w anted to  know 
how I had  succeeded in  g e ttin g  so much p u b lic ity , I said b y  having  
a  small aud ience, I said if  you have a  b ig  audience you have no 
p u b lic ity , th is  did seem to w orry  them and n a tu ra lly  it  would w orry  
them  th ey  w anted the  public ity  and the  b ig  audience, and  rea lly  to 
have th e  b iggest publicity  you have to have a small one, yes a lrig h t 
th e  b iggest public ity  comes from the  rea lest p oe try  and  the  rea le s t 
p o e try  has a small audience not a b ig  one (246).
No doubt Stein adored  c ircu lating  herse lf in the  public domain, as she  did
d u rin g  h e r  American to u r . B ut as an  au tho r she p re fe rre d  to ru le  as a
sovereign  non-sub ject from th e  m a rg in s /8 Finally, S tein does not do
more tactically  th an  cast dubious sligh ts a t  patro logy and p a tr ia rc h y :
I u sed  to th ink  th e  name of anybody was v e ry  im portant and  
th e  name made you and  I have often said so . P erhaps I still t hink 
so b u t still th e re  a re  so many names and anybody now -a-days can 
call anybody any  name they  like (2 ).
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T h ere  is  too much fa th e r in g  go ing  on ju s t  now an d  th e re  is  no 
d o u b t ab o u t i t  fa th e rs  a re  d e p re ss in g  (113).
Daniel is  my f a th e r ’s nam e, i t  is  a  good so u n d in g  name an d  
y e t no t a  v e ry  rea l name to  me an d  I n e v e r  have found  ou t w h e th e r  
i t  is  a  name th a t  I like o r n o t, anyw ay i t  was my f a th e r ’s nam e. . . . 
H ere in  Belley it in te re s ts  me v e ry  m uch w hen th e  fa th e r  d ies  o r  th e  
m other an d  i t  is a  la rg e  fam ily and  th e  ch ild ren  a re  all old en o u g h  to  
like  i t  b e t te r .  What e v e r  h ap p en s th e y  do like i t  b e t te r  (117).
F a r  from  b e in g  rad ica lly  new an d  su b v e rs iv e , S te in ’s comments on th e se
su b je c ts  evoke a d ism issively  w eary  tone  p e rfe c tly  in  k e e p in g  w ith  h e r
o v e ra rc h in g  claim in  th is  au th o b io g rap h y , "I d e ta c h  m yself . . . "  (103).
F or all th re e  of th e se  re a so n s , S te in 's  d ism antling  o f a u th o ria l id e n tity
d if fe rs  from th e  d e c o n stru c tio n is t p ro jec t p e r  s e . I t  r e f le c ts  in s te a d  th e
p e rs is te n c e  of a  h e a lth y  if  am bivalent d e s ire  to  b e  a u th o riz e d  as a  w rite r
of p u b lic ly  c irc u la tin g  te x ts .  In  th e  most n e u tra l  la n g u a g e , S te in 's
a u th h o b io g rap h ic s  s tra it ja c k e t th e  ro le  o f th e  a u th o r  a s  a  te x tu a l fu n c tio n
w hile s u p p o r tin g  th e  m aterial in te re s ts  of a  p e rso n  who is  an  a u th o r .
* * * * * * * *
I launched  th is  an a ly sis  w ith  th e  p rem ise  th a t  th e re  is  no s u c h  th in g  
a s  a  n e u tra l s ig n a tu re ;  th a t  all s ig n a tu re s  o p e ra te  in  g e n d e re d  te x tu a l  and  
h is to ric a l f ie ld s . S te in 's  s ig n a tu re  is no ex cep tio n , an d  b y  w ay of 
conc lud ing  th is  sec tio n , I will co n sid er how S te in ’s q u a s i-d e c o n s tru c tio n  
of au th o ria l id e n tity  in s ta n tia te s  th e  f ig u re  of th e  unw illing  if  in te re s te d  
female p a r tic ip a n t in  th e  in s titu tio n  of a u th o rs h ip —a  f ig u re  p rom ulga ted  
b y  th e  con tem porary  d eb ate  am ongst fem in ists on a u th o rs h ip . P eg g y  
Kamuf a n d  N ancy M iller’s  d ialogue in  th e  Summer 1982 is su e  of D iacritics 
a d d re s s e s  an d  exem plifies th e  p o lariz ing  them es of th is  academ ic d e b a te .
P e g g y  K am uf's co n trib u tio n  to  th is  d ialogue ty p if ie s  th e  fem inist 
d e c o n s tru c tio n is t. Kamuf w arns th a t g y n o cen tric  c r i t ic s ,  in  v a lo riz in g
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women's a u th o rsh ip , rep lica te  the  e rro rs  and illusions of an d ro cen tric
humanism which depends (philosophically and practically) on th is
in s titu tio n . Kamuf acknowledges th a t rec tify ing  women's exclusion in
academic canons may be cosmetically accom plished: b y  e ith e r "expand ing”
the  canon "to include what has been excluded” o r b y  " installing  . . .  a
co u n te r-in s titu tio n  based  on fem inine-centered cu ltu ra l models" (43, 45).
But each of these  "solutions" entails the  promotion of the  au tho ria l
s ig n a tu re  as an  emblem of id en tity , which makes Kamuf w onder
to what ex ten t [women's] effo rts must remain caugh t a s  a reflection 
of th e  same form of n in e teen th -cen tu ry  humanism from which we 
have in h erited  o u r pervasively  and rocen tric  modes of th o u g h t. In  
o th er w ords, if  one can accept the  major p a r t  of th is  analysis of how 
and  why W estern though t about human forms has taken  the  shape it 
h a s , th en  can one also conclude th a t modifying th a t shape to include 
its  feminine contours will re su lt in som ething fundam entally 
d ifferen t?  . . .  If fem inist theory  can be conten t to propose 
cosmetic modifications on the  face of humanism and its  in s titu tio n s , 
will i t  have done an y th in g  more than  reproduce  the  s tru c tu re  of 
women's exclusion in  the  same code which has been  ex tended  to 
include her?  (45)
Nancy Miller's response to Kamuf does not "solve" these  questions 
a t  th e  level of th eo ry  because, she sa y s , "I do not believe it is  possible to 
theo rize , to th in k  a loud , the  grounds of such  a  p rac tice  in a way th a t 
tran scen d s pow erful in te rna l contradiction" (48; Miller's em phasis).
Miller positions h e rse lf "against" Kamuf "for th e  pu rposes of a rg u m en t,"  
a ligning  h e r  though ts w ith h e r  speaking  position: as a  gynocritic  
valorizing  women's au tho rsh ip  in  o rd er to "correct"  women's exclusion 
from th e  canon (49). A stu te ly , Miller acknowledges th a t b y  tak in g  a side 
she helps reinforce  the  polarities of the  fem in ist/deconstruction  
theore tical debate on au tho rsh ip  w here d issension occurs betw een 
"m aterial contingencies" and  "theoretical u rgencies" (48). Here is my own 
ta lly  of these  p o la ritie s :
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M aterial con tingencies 
re a d in g  women su b jec ts  
v a lo riz in g  Woman
T heo re tica l u rg en c ie s  
re a d in g  a g a in s t subjectiv ity- 
d e th ro n in g  c u ltu ra l
c o n s tru c ts  of g e n d e r
re v is in g  canon 
a u th o riz in g  women's
u p s e t t in g  notion of canon 
ex p o sin g  illusions o f th e
s ig n a tu re s  
in c re a s in g  women's pow er
S ig n a tu re  
ex p o sin g  s t r u c tu r e s  of pow er
M iller's fee lin g  is  th a t th e se  k in d s  of p o la ritie s  a re  " u n fo r tu n a te , if  a ll too 
a c c u ra te "  in  d e sc r ib in g  d iv isions am ongst fem in ists; y e t b ecau se  sh e  fin d s  
th a t  th e  q u estio n  of "who is speak ing" con tinues to  be  sup rem ely  
im p o rtan t to  women who do w ork  in  th e  in s titu tio n s  of u n iv e rs it ie s  an d  
l i te ra ry  sc h o la rsh ip , sh e  th row s h e r  w eight tow ards th e  m aterial 
co n tin g en c ies . T he  th eo re tica l u rg e n c ie s , sh e  im plies, a re  no t t ru ly  
"p o s t-h u m an is tic " ; r a th e r  th e y  p e rp e tu a te  a  "so v ere ig n  in d iffe ren ce"  to  
th e  fac t of women's h is to ric a l an d  m aterial vo ice lessness in  W estern 
c iv ilization  (53 ). Women's s ig n a tu re s  a t  th e  p ra c tic a l level fu n c tio n  
d iffe re n tly  from m en 's in  M iller's eyes b e c a u se , a s g e n d e red  s ig n s , th e y  
"make v isib le  th e  m arg ina lity , e c c e n tr ic ity  a n d  v u ln e ra b ility  of women 
[a s ]  th e y  c o n cre te ly  challenge th e  confidence of hum anistic  d isc o u rse  a s  
u n iv e rsa lity "  (5 2 ). In d ee d , Miller p o s tu la te s , women a u th o rs  (an d  th e ir  
s ig n a tu re s ,  I would add ) cause  th e o r is ts  to r e th in k  th e ir  id eas of c e n te r  
a n d  m arg in s . F inally , b y  w ay of conclusion , sh e  claims th a t  "we m ust live 
o u t ( th e  h o r ta to ry  alw ays r e tu r n s )  a  p ra c tic a l po litics w ith in  th e  
in s titu tio n  g ro u n d ed  in  reg iona l sp e c if ic itie s ,"  even  th o u g h , as sh e  s a y s  
a t  th e  s t a r t ,  " th e  q u estio n  o f e ffec tiv e  fem inist p ra c tic e  is  in so lub le" (53, 
48; M iller's em p h asis).
R e p re se n tin g  th is  a rc h e ty p a l d eb a te  betw een  Kamuf an d  Miller he lp s 
to  c la r ify  th e  p e c u lia r  re lev an ce  of S te in 's  c ritiq u e  o f a u th o ria l id e n ti ty  in  
E v e ry b o d y 's  A u tob iog raphy  to  g en d er-co n sc io u s  s tu d e n ts  of a u th o rs h ip .
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S te in  in fu se s  th is  au th o b io g rap h y , ev en  more th a n  h e r  f i r s t ,  w ith  a 
d is t r u s t  rem in iscen t of Kam uf's abou t p a rtic ip a tin g  in  an  in s titu tio n  
h in g in g  on a u th o ria l id e n tity . H ow ever, s ince  sh e  im plodes " th e 1* 
s ig n a tu re  while also a ccen tin g  h e r  p le a su re  in  th e  pow er h e rs  g iv es h e r ,  
S te in  e x h ib its  a  M iller-like co n ce rn —w ith all i ts  b e tw een n ess—fo r  th e  
p e rs is te n c e  of h e r  a u th o rized  voice. A fte r a ll, th o u g h  it  q u e s tio n s  th e  
s t r u c tu r e s  of h e r  a u th o r- iz a tio n , E v ery b o d y 's  A u tob iog raphy  in  no way 
d e -a u th o riz e s  S te in  o r  r e tu rn s  h e r  to h e r  p rev io u s  outlaw  s t a tu s .
R a th e r , h e r  a u th o b io g ra p h y 's  concessions to  "m ateria l n ece ss itie s"  re f le c t 
th e  com plexities women face in  q u estio n in g  th e  m etaphysics of selfhood 
u n d e rp in n in g  th e  in s titu tio n  of a u th o rsh ip  while a t  th e  same time 
a c c e p tin g  th e  empowerm ent en ta iled  in  becom ing a n  a u th o r  of "official a r t"  
(a s  T he A u to b io g rap h y  calls i t)  .
S te in  was a  p ro fe sse d ly  excep tiona l, w om en-denying  woman. J u s t  
a s  th e  q u es tio n  of "fem inist p ra x is  is  in so lu b le ,"  so too th e  q u e s tio n  of 
a n y  wom an's re la tio n sh ip  to "women" and  fem inism 's goals is  u n f ix e d .
S te in  canno t be  sa id  to  exem plify e ith e r  th is  p ra x is  o r  th is  re la tio n sh ip . 
A nd y e t ,  p e rh a p s  owing to  h e r  e ffo r ts  to  r e p re s e n t  th e  m arg inality  and  
s e p a ra te n e ss  in h e re n t in  h e r  own p ra c tic e  of a u th o rs h ip , h e r  f i r s t  two 
au to b io g rap h ies  a re  invaluab le  to  fem in is ts . B ecause th e y  a re  
a u to b io g ra p h y , th e y  canno t r e p re s s  th e  re lev an ce  of S te in 's  fem inine 
su b je c t position  th o u g h  th e y  s t r a in  tow ards th e  r ig o r  of a b s t r a c t  an d  
n e u te re d  th e o ry . T hey  e ffe c t, b y  th e ir  v e ry  am bivalence, a 
rap p ro ch em en t be tw een  "m aterial n ecess itie s"  an d  " th eo re tic a l u rg e n c ie s"  
w hich d iv id e  women in v e s tig a tin g  th e  p ro cess  of th e ir  a u th o riz a tio n . A nd 
th e y  p io n ee r a  th ird  ro u te  of se a rc h in g  compromise be tw een  th e  fallac ies
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of th e  sp eak in g  p resen ce  and  th e  p e rq u is ite s  of th e  s ig n in g  a u th o r . I t  is  
un like ly  th a t  a  theo re tica l debate could re p re se n t th is  conflict w ith  q u ite  
th e  fo rce  and  acu ity  of S te in 's  h is to rica l, p ra x is -c e n te re d  te x ts .  A nd no 
m erely th eo re tica l debate  among women can dram atize so well as th ese  
co n flic t-r id d en  au thob iog raph ies th e  compromises women a u th o rs  w ork  out 
be tw een  th e  pow er and  contro l of th e  l ite ra ry  in s titu tio n s  in  w hich th ey  
p a r tic ip a te . T he s to ry  of S te in 's  vexed  re la tionsh ip  to h e r  s ig n a tu re  
endow s a m erely academ ic debate  w ith  h is to ry 's  p a r tic u la r ity  an d  a r t 's  
re so lu tio n .
If th e re  is a  lim itation to S te in 's  au tob iograph ical c ritiq u e  of 
a u th o rs h ip , it may be  its  assum ed g en d er n e u tra li ty . B u t S te in 's  
re s is ta n c e  to  ideas abou t how h e r  fem ininity  o p e ra tes  as a v a riab le  w ith in  
h e r  c ritiq u e  should  not be wished aw ay: th e  h is to ric ity  of th is  position  
has helped  fem in ists to judge  th e  limits of hum anist feminism a s  a  means of 
tran sfo rm in g  soc ie ty . I have  tr ie d  to  show w ith my m ethodology how th is  
position  can  be supp lem en ted . In  o v e rread in g  h e r  te x ts  I have s itu a te d  
"G e rtru d e  Stein" w ith in  a  g en d ered  n a rra tiv e  sp ace , re a d in g  back  in to  
th e  s ig n a tu re  a  condition of d ifference  th a t  i ts  n a r ra t iv e s ’ u n iv e rsa liz in g  
language r e p r e s s e s . I have not endeavored  to  p o r tra y  S te in  as a  woman- 
c en te red  c u ltu ra l c r i t ic , b u t  r a th e r  a s  a  c u ltu ra l c ritic  whose in s ig h ts  a re  
conditioned b y  and  rev e la to ry  of h e r  p a rtic u la r  " fem in itude ."  In  th e  n ex t 
two c h a p te rs  I will examine how Simone de B eauvoir (who is  la rg e ly  
resp o n sib le  fo r  ex c itin g  worldwide in te re s t  in  "fem in itude") an d  Zora 
Neale H u rs to n  resp ec tiv e ly  deploy th e  variab le  of g e n d e r  in  th e ir  
au tob iog raph ica l c ritiq u es  of a u th o rsh ip ; an d  I will dem onstra te  how 
a tte n d in g  to  th is  variab le  illum inates th e  questions ab o u t a u th o rsh ip  th e ir
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te x ts  p o se . A nalyzing f i r s t  G e rtru d e  S te in 's  q u as i-d eco n stru c tio n  of h e r  
s ig n a tu re  fo reg ro u n d s  th e  fallacies of th e  self= au thor equation  w hich 
S a r tre  an d  W right p re su p p o se . De B eauvoir and  H u rsto n 's  
au th o b io g rap h ies , exp lo ring  th e  d ifferences g e n d e r does (and  does no t) 
make in  th e ir  lives and  w ritin g , will su g g e s t a lte rn a tiv e  w ays to 
conceptualize th e  term s se lf and  a u th o r in  th is  m asculine equation .
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reflec tions on L ejeune's p a c t, like th e  fem inist m editations below, 
em phasize th e  ro le  of th e  s ta te  which underw rites th e  s ig n a tu re 's  
con trac tua l fo rce  (2 ) . B ut th is  concern  becomes eclipsed  in  th e  cou rse  of 
h e r  essay  as th e  f ig u ra l p lay  so im portant to D errida  comes to  fasc ina te
158
h e r  a s  w ell. The one im portant refe ren ce  to the  in stitu tio n a l enchainm ent 
of th e  s ig n a tu re  coming la te r  in  th e  essay  se rv es to compromise T odd’s 
ultim ate agreem ent w ith D errida th a t  no te x t  is rea lly  " reg u la ted  b y  a  
s ig n a tu re " : "no name is abso lu te ly  p ro p e r  to th e  p e rso n  it  d esig n a tes ; i t  
opera tes w ithin a  system , classifies th e  ind iv idual, g ra n ts  him a  place 
w ithin language and  w ithin th e  s ta te"  (9) .
9. A gainst L ejeune's declaration  th a t the  position of th e  re a d e r  "is mine" 
and  his agglom eration of rea d e rs  in to  the  u n d iffe ren tia ted  pronomial 
ca tegory  of "us" (On A utobiography 4 ) , S tanton carefu lly  qualifies h e r  
re a d e r  position  a s  "fem in ist."  She th u s  immediately draw s a tten tio n  to a  
k ind  of read in g  which eschew s un iversa l statem ents in  favo r of in q u iry  
which has th e  position  of women as its  fo cu s . N otw ithstanding th is  
cav ea t, S tan ton  like Lejeune assum es th e  position of consum er r a th e r  th an  
a u th o r of te x ts ,  a position  likewise adopted  b y  Nancy K. M iller, who 
w rite s , "To be  s u re , Lejeune is not concerned w ith female au tob iog raphy . 
B ut h is notion of a con tractual g en re  dependen t upon codes of 
transm ission  an d  recep tion  joins o u r [fem inist] p u rp o se s , because it 
relocates th e  problem atics of au tob iography  as gen re  in  an  in te rac tio n  
betw een re a d e r  an d  te x t ."  See "W riting Fictions: Women's A utobiography 
in  F ra n ce ,"  in  Subject to Change: R eading Feminist W riting (New Y ork: 
Columbia U n iv ers ity  P re ss , 1988) 61.
10. C arolyn H eilbrun , "C ritical Response II: A Response to W riting and  
Sexual D ifference ,"  C ritical In q u iry  7 (1982): 811. My u n d e rs ta n d in g  of 
th e  com parative liabilities fo r women in  w orking to assim ilate w ithin  
p a tr ia rc h a l system s v e rsu s  s tr iv in g  to transform  o r "go beyond" th ese  
system s has been  en riched  b y  Marcelle M arini's e ssay  "Feminism and 
L ite ra ry  C riticism : Reflections on th e  D isciplinary A pproach ,"  t r a n s .
Carol B arko , Women in C u ltu re  and Politics: A C en tu ry  of C hange, ed . 
Ju d ith  F ried lander e t a l. (Bloomington, IN: Indiana U n iversity  P re s s , 
1986): 144-163.
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page " th a t f r in g e  of the  p r in te d  te x t which, in  rea lity , contro ls th e  e n tire
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p ro c e ss  id en tifie s  S te in 's  p ro jec tio n  of h e r  d e s ire  fo r  a u th o riza tio n —to 
have a s ig n a tu re —onto A lice, an d  h e r  p o r tra y a l of h e r  own p a ss iv ity  
b e fo re  th e  dilemma of h e r  u n p u b lish ed  m a n u sc rip ts .
30. F o r a d iscu ssio n  of m etaphors of m onstrosity  u se d  to  d e sc rib e  S te in  as 
well as  th e  b e tw eenness of S te in 's  b o d y  its e lf  as a  s ig n  of g e n d e r , see 
S tim pson 's "T he Somograms of G e rtru d e  S te in " ; fo r  a d iscu ss io n  of 
excep tional women as a u th o rs  see  H e ilb run ’s W riting a Woman's L ife : 
"E xceptional women a re  th e  ch ie f im prisoners of nonexcep tional women, 
sim ultaneously  p ro v in g  th a t  an y  woman could do i t  a n d  a s s u r in g , in  th e ir  
u n iq u en e ss  am ong m en, th a t  no o th e r  woman will" (8 1 ); see  also B enstock  
on th e  q u estio n  of S te in 's  b e tw een n ess  a s  an  excep tional woman, a  se lf-  
s ty le d  gen iu s (193). B en sto ck 's  d e sc rip tio n  o f th e  "an x ie ty  of 
a u th o rsh ip "  S te in  e x p e rien ced  a s  a re s u l t  o f h e r  s ta tu s  of be tw een n ess  is  
re le v a n t to  my a rg u m en t (192) .
31. B enstock  163; S tim pson, "G ertrice"  129. Compare th e se  view s w ith 
R anda D ubn iek 's  de fen siv e  d e sc rip tio n  of S te in  a s  a  M odernist 
e x p e rim en te r r a th e r  th a n  a  lesb ian  e x p erim e n te r, in  T he S tru c tu re  of 
O b sc u rity : G e rtru d e  S te in , L anguage , and  Cubism (C h icago , IL: 
U n iv e rs ity  of Illinois P re s s ,  1984) x iii-x v ii.
32. In  c o n tra s t  to  th e  overexposed  A u tob iog raphy  of Alice B . T o k la s , 
E v ery b o d y 's  A u to b io g rap h y  has rece iv ed  little  c ritica l a tte n tio n , an d  a s  I 
d isc u ss  below , th is  a tte n tio n  h a s  been  p rin c ip a lly  u n fav o ra b le . Most 
im p o rtan tly , i ts  fu n c tio n  a s  a re sp o n se  to i ts  p re d e c e sso r  has b een  
o b sc u re d . T he p a te n t  p reo ccu p a tio n  of b o th  te x ts  w ith  a u th o ria l 
id e n titie s  has likew ise gone unno ticed  in  S te in  c ritic ism . B oth te x ts  may 
be  c lassed  as a u th o b io g ra p h ie s : my neologism  fo r  au to b io g rap h ies  w hich 
q u e ry  o r  c ritiq u e  th e  p ra c tic e  an d  ideology of a u th o rs h ip . T he 
a u to b io g rap h ica l fame th e y  b o th  q u estio n  is th e  p e c u lia r  e x p o su re  of a n  
a u th o r 's  id e n tity  th ro u g h  h e r  life  w ritin g s .
33. See Simon 185-194.
34. See F oucau lt's  d e sc rip tio n  of th e  fo u r  a t t r ib u te s  of th e  a u th o r-  
fu n c tio n
(148-153).
35. Q uoted  in  Simon 187. T he p iece from  w hich th e  q u o ta tio n  is  ta k e n  is  
" F irs t  P a g e ,"  also co llected  in  th e  1956 ed ition  of S tanzas in  M editation 
a n d  O th e r  Poem s. Simon p ro v id es  a n o th e r  te llin g  quo ta tion  on th e  su b je c t
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of S te in 's  confusion abou t h e r  au tho riza tion  from a  piece called "And 
Now," p u b lish ed  sometime betw een th e  au tob iog raph ies: "What h ap p en ed  
to me is t h i s . When th e  su ccess  began  and  it  was a  su ccess  I go t lost 
com pletely lo s t. You know th e  n u rs e ry  rhym e, I am I because  my little  
dog  know s me. Well, you see  I d id  not know m yself, I lost my p e rso n a lity . 
. . . H ere all of a su d d e n , I was not ju s t  I because  so m any people did  
know me" (187). A lthough  Simon sim plifies S te in 's  dilemma as b e in g  
caused  b y  S te in 's  b e in g  "conscious of th o u san d s of re a d e rs "  (187), in  
g e n e ra l, she  is  th e  c ritic  most sen sitiv e  to S te in 's  conflic ts w ith 
a u th o rsh ip  befo re  and  a f te r  The A u tob iog raphy . I w onder if Simon’s 
cand id  a tte n tio n  to th is  topic m ight stem  from h e r  p rim ary  focus on 
T ok las, w hich fre e s  h e r  from th e  dem ands of p o r tra y in g  S tein  as hero ic  
a u th o r .
36. In  a  s ty le  rem in iscen t of S te in 's  d isjunctional one , Blake re f le c ts  on 
q u estio n s of id e n tity  th a t moved Stein  as she  w rote h e r  second  n a rra t iv e  
a u to b io g rap h y ; b u t Blake does not do more th an  signal how S te in 's  pub lic  
recogn ition  in itia ted  h e r  in q u iry  in to  id e n tity . P e rh ap s  B lake 's most 
p rovoca tive  in s ig h t is  how S te in 's  tautological d iscussions of id e n tity  
re la te  to h e r  experim ents w ith language in  e a rlie r  y e a rs . See also 
D ubnick 's  f if th  c h a p te r , " 'A n y th in g  Is What I t  I s ':  Naming, O rd e rin g , 
an d  Logic" in  The S tru c tu re  of O b scu rity  fo r a  d iscussion  of th e  
sign ificance  of S te in 's  u se  of tau to logy  on th e  sub jec t of id e n tity .
37. T he am biguity  of th e  p lay 's  t i t le , " Id en tity  a  Poem ," re f le c ts  S te in 's  
a ttem p ts  to  win back  id e n tity  from th e  u su rp in g  p u b lic ity . Id e n tity  in  the  
title  is  a  poem and  is th e  su b jec t of th e  poem. And if  i t  is  a  poem , i t  is  not 
a  s ta tic  recogn ition  decided  a p a r t  from th e  w riting  of th e  a u th o r b u t  is  
connected  w ith  poetic  c rea tion .
38. S te in  p re s e n ts  th e  equation  betw een classic  w ritin g  a n d  dead  w ritin g  
e a r lie r  in  "Com position as Explanation" (27-28).
39. S ta ro b in sk i's  choice of th e  m asculine p ronoun  co rre sp o n d s  w ith h is 
c r ite r io n  th a t  a "rad ical"  change m ust m otivate n a rra tiv e  a u to b io g rap h ie s . 
In  th e  case  of S te in 's  second au to b io g rap h y , rad ica l change  may be 
p rom pting  th e  com position, b u t h e r  te x t 's  d isp e rsa l of time an d  e v en t an d  
m editation in to  a "continuous p re se n t"  w orks a g a in s t th e  co h eren t 
reco llection  and  re -c o n s tru c tio n  of th is  change .
40. Neuman coins th e  term  "m eta-au tob iography" in  h e r  c h a p te r  
d e sc rib in g  E verybody 's  A utobiography  (47 ). "C ontinuous p re s e n t"  is  a 
term  S te in  u ses  to d e sc rib e  h e r  n a rra tio n , a  ta c k  sh e  o ften  tak e s  in  th is  
te x t ,  w hich causes th e  s to ry  of i ts  n a rra tio n  to be  a s  im portan t a s  th e  
s to rie s  of b iog raph ica l e v en ts  s t ru n g  th ro u g h o u t th e  n a r ra t iv e 's  
con tinuous p re s e n t .
41. In  su ch  a  te x t  one ex p ec ts  c o n tra d ic tio n s , and  th e re  is one on  th is  
v e ry  is su e . S te in  s a y s , "T he only th in g  th a t makes id e n tity  poss ib le  is  no 
change b u t  n e v e rth e le ss  th e re  is  no id en tity "  (54). I have a rg u e d  th a t  no 
id e n tity  is  c re a te d  in  th e  te x t because  i ts  s ty le  m utes o r d iffu ses r e a d e rs ' 
p e rcep tio n  of c h a n g e . T h is a p p a re n t con trad ic tion  may b e  so lved  b y
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u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t  S te in , a s I mentioned e a rlie r , meant d iffe ren t th in g s  
b y  th e  w ord " id e n tity ."  Her comment above f i r s t  in tends id e n tity  to mean 
sam eness; while I, along w ith h e r  second re fe ren ce , in tend  id en tity  to 
mean th e  rep re sen ta tio n /reco g n itio n  of self o rgan iz ing  a  un ified  p a tte rn  of 
changes. See more on id en tity  below.
42. See especially  th e  th ird  ch ap te r w here S tein opens w ith a  
consideration  of what a genius is and  why th e re  a re  so few of them , to 
p re p a re  fo r  h e r  q uestion , "And if  you stop  w riting  if  you a re  a gen ius and  
you have s topped  w ritin g  a re  you still one if you have stopped  w riting" 
(67-68).
43. S tein  h e re  e n te rs  a trad itio n  of women novelists who have tak en  
money, and  w ritin g  as a means of m oney-m aking, as th e ir  su b jec t. See 
Ellen M oers, L ite ra ry  Women (G arden C ity , NY: D oubleday, 1976) fo r  an  
elaboration  of th e  c en tra lity  of finances in  women's fiction th ro u g h o u t the  
la s t c e n tu r ie s .
44. T his claim su b tly  re s ta te s  h e r  c ry p tic  announcem ent in  "What A re 
M asterpieces" th a t " id en tity  consists in  recognition and  in  recognizing  
you lose id e n tity ,"  cited above.
45. S tan ley  Cavell calls th is  em phasis on "saying" th e  "perform ance a sp ec t 
of th e  cog ito ."  And he  e n te r ta in s , from D escartes and  th en  from th e  
analy tic  p h ilo sopher's  po in t of view , " the  question  of what happens i f  I do 
not say  (and  of cou rse  do not say  the  negation of) 'I am, I e x is t ' o r  
conceive it  in  my mi nd. . . .  S u re ly  the  say in g  o r th in k in g  of some w ords 
may be  tak en  to b e a r on w hether th e  sa y e r o r th in k e r  of them  ex is ts  a t 
most in  th e  sense  of determ ining  w hether he o r she knows of h is o r  h e r  
ex is ten ce , b u t  su re ly  not in  th e  sense  th a t the  say ing  o r  th in k in g  may 
c rea te  th a t e x is te n ce ."  In  "B eing O dd, G etting  Even: T h rea ts  to 
In d iv id u a lity ,"  R eco n stru c tin g  Individualism : Autonomy, In d iv id u a lity , 
and  th e  Self in  W estern T h o u g h t. ed . Thomas C. H eller, Morton Sosna, 
and  David E. W ellbery (S tan fo rd , CA: S tanford  U n iversity  P re s s , 1986) 
280-281; C avell's em phasis. S tein  is d is tru s tfu l of th is  connection 
betw een say ing  and  know ing and  "I" and p e rh ap s also of th e  c rea tive  
po ten tia l of th is  "perform ance asp ec t of the  cog ito ."
46. For sim ilar rea so n s , Nancy B lake's th es is  th a t S tein  is "absen t"  in  th e  
n a rra tiv e  does not hold; absence p a rtic ip a te s  in  a  dialectic p rem ising  a 
p resen ce  which S te in 's  language and  method and c ritiq u e  a g a in st au th o ria l 
id e n tity  all th w a rt.
47. Kamuf explains th e  "pseudoanonym ous regim e of th e  te x t 's  s ig n a tu re"  
as a  m arginal o r indeterm inate position th e  a u th o r assum es in  re la tion  to 
th e  "law of th e  p ro p e r  name and  th e  space of re a d in g ."  The a u th o r , sh e  
sa y s , " is positioned b y  a  certa in  effaceability  of h is /h e r  name w ith re g a rd  
to th e  te x t  i t  s ig n s"  ( S igna tu re  66; Kamuf's em phasis).
48. Compare th is  role w ith th a t  of today 's  p ro p e r d eco n stru c tio n is t who, 
as G ayatri C h ak rav o rty  Spivak m aintains, "p u ts  in to  question  the  
'p u rp o s iv e ' ac tiv ities of a  sovereign  su b je c t."  See "Displacem ent and  th e
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D iscourse of Woman," Displacement: D errida  and  A fter (Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana U n iversity  P re ss , 1983) 185.
C h a p te r  4 A u th o riz in g  O th e rs  in  Simone de B eauvo ir’s
A u thob iog raphy
One p e c u lia r ity  of Simone de B eauvoir critic ism  is  th a t  i t  t r e a ts  de 
B eauvo ir a s  a n  a u th o r  while th row ing  doub t on h e r  a u th o r i ty . She h a s  
im p o rtan t a n d  ir re fu ta b le  s ig n s  of a u th o rsh ip  to  h e r  c re d it:  h e r  1954 
G oncourt P r iz e , h e r  w orld -renow ned  w ork  on wom en's s itu a tio n , a n d  h e r  
m ore th a n  tw e n ty  pu b lica tio n s legitim ize h e r  a ttra c tio n  to g row ing  
nu m b ers  of c r i t ic s . B u t aw akening  critica l a tte n tio n  u su a lly  en ta ils  
aw aken ing  c ritic a l q u a n d a r ie s . A nd a rg u a b ly  th e  most common q u a n d a ry  
fem in ist an d  o th e r  c r it ic s  of de B eauvo ir’s  w ork a re  d isc u ss in g  co n ce rn s  
th e  pow er a n d  a u th o r i ty  of de B eauvo ir 's  l i te ra ry  an d  th e o re tic a l v o ice . 
Whose id eas  rea lly  a u th o rize  T he Second S ex? What is so o rig ina l a b o u t a 
(seem ing ly ) e n d le ss  chronology  of a  life? "(D ]id  Simone de B eauvo ir know 
th e  f i r s t  th in g  ab o u t men an d  women, m ost p a r t ic u la r ly  m en-and-w om en, 
o r  a b o u t tra d itio n , th e  ra tiona le  of s e x , th e  req u ire m e n ts  of th e  h e a r t ,  o r  
th e  common se n se  o f loyalties?" (G allan t 963)1 Even w hen b r ill ia n t 
a rg u m en ta tio n  d e fu se s  th e se  k in d s  o f q u e s tio n s , a  c e r ta in  d e fe n s iv e n ess  
p e r s is ts  c o n ce rn in g  de B eau v o ir 's  o rig in a lity  w hich ec lip ses a s su ra n c e s  
th a t  th is  m other (a s  C arol A sch e r among o th e rs  has called  h e r )  of 
co n tem porary  fem inism  will have an  e n d u rin g  a u th o ria l r e p u ta tio n . 2 In  
b r ie f ,  w ith few  e x ce p tio n s , c ritic s  of de  B eau v o ir 's  w r itin g  ty p ica lly  
becom e c r it ic s  of de B eau v o ir, an d  th e ir  co llective ju d g m en t—from  th e  
1950s th ro u g h  th e  1980s—p o r tra y s  h e r  as a woman o f d e riv a tiv e  
a u th o r i ty .
To help  determ ine  w h e th e r o r no t th is  p o r t r a i t  is  a p p ro p r ia te , i t  is  
w o rth  co n s id e rin g  how de B eau v o ir 's  w ritin g  ju s tif ie s  i t .  To b e  s u r e ,  th e
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w eigh ty  au to b io g rap h ica l dim ension of h e r  w ritin g  may be  p a r t ly  
re sp o n sib le  fo r  th e  slippage  be tw een  w ork an d  woman in  th e  c ritic ism .
B ut a  more com pelling in v ita tio n  to make th is  e lision—a n d  to  m ake it  in  
su c h  a  w ay a s  to  p u t h e r  a u th o r ity  in  q u e s tio n —comes in  th e  form  of h e r  
six-volum e au to b io g rap h y  sp a n n in g  h e r  life  from b a b y  to  "femme 
e c r iv a in ." 3 F a r  from  con ten t ju s t  to  be  an  a u th o r , de B eauvo ir n eed ed  
"se  m e ttre  en  question" as a  woman a u th o r  in  a  p u b lish ed  life -w ritin g  
p ro jec t b e g u n  a t  f if ty  and  co n tin u ed  fo r  more th an  two d e c a d e s /  T hese  
a u to b io g rap h ie s  re p re se n t  de  B eauvoir from  an  e a r ly  ag e  a s  h a v in g  a 
p e n ch a n t fo r  se lf-d ia lo g u e . B esides k eep in g  a  d ia ry  in  ado lescence  (and  
th ro u g h  m any p e rio d s  of h e r  a d u lt l i f e ) , sh e  w rote a  d ialogue a t  tw en ty  
betw een  two p e rs o n a e , "b o th  of whom w ere [ h e r j s e l f ." 5 A lso , a s  an  ad u lt 
sh e  adm itted  to  p re fe r r in g  th e  ta s k  of b o th  p o sin g  an d  an sw erin g  
q u estio n s  fo r  h e rse lf  to m erely  g iv in g  in te rv iew s (C hoses I I ,  128) .
P u ttin g  h e rs e lf  a n d  h e r  life  a s  a  p u b lic  w ritin g  woman in  q u e s tio n  in  h e r  
la te - in -life  n a rra t iv e  a u to b io g ra p h ie s , de  B eauvoir co n tin u es  th is  p ro c e ss  
of se lf-d ia lo g u e , ra is in g  it to th e  second  pow er, a s  i t  becom es b o th  th e  
im pulse a n d  su b s ta n c e  of th e  au to b io g rap h ica l w orks sh e  a u th o r s . 6 In  
fa c t ,  h e r  re a d e r- in te n d e d  au to b io g rap h ica l p ro jec t a d v an c es  w ith  
in c re a s in g  concessions to  th e  w ayw ardness and  c o n trad ic tio n s  w hich 
sc ru p u lo u s  se lf-d ia lo g u e  n a tu ra lly  b e g e ts . As a w hole, i t  p o sse s se s  a n  
in te n s i ty ,  p a r t ic u la r i ty ,  an d  re f le c tiv e n e ss  th a t a re  h a rd  to  f in d  m atched 
in  o th e r  m ultivolum e l i te ra ry  a u to b io g ra p h ie s .
C ritic s  w illingly  recogn ize  th e s e  q u a litie s . H ow ever, c ritic a l 
in te rp re ta t io n  re g u la r ly  tu r n s  th e ir  d e ta il a n d  ex cess  (an  is su e  I will 
r e tu r n  to ) a g a in s t de B eau v o ir 's  a u to b io g ra p h ie s .7 All th e se  peop le  a n d
places an d  tra v e ls  accounted  fo r—fo r w hat? So many o th e rs  in  de 
B eauvo ir's  life come to sh a re  and  even  dominate th e  s ta g e  of h e r  life -  
w ritin g s : Jean -P au l S a r tre  p rin c ip a lly , b u t h e r  m other an d  f a th e r ,  h e r  
f r ie n d s  and  lo v e rs , a u th o rs  and  a r t is ts  known an d  unknow n to h e r ,  as 
w ell. T he p ro fu sion  of o th e rs  c re a te s  w hat C laude Roy in s ig h tfu lly  saw  as 
th e  c e n tra lity  of re la tio n sh ip s in  th e  a u to b io g rap h ie s .8 B ut th e  m etaphor 
of c e n tra lity  logically en ta ils  th e  concept of m arg in s , a c e n te r  in  
opposition  to m arg ins. If o th e rs  a re  cen tra l to de B eauvo ir 's  life , life- 
w ritin g s , and  ph ilo sophy , does th a t re leg a te  h e r  role a s  a u th o r  to th e  
m argins? More im portan tly , does h e r  au to b io g rap h ies’ on togene tic  
exp lanation  of h e r  w ritings and  h e r  life as a  w r ite r ,  w hich fo reg ro u n d s  
h e r  re la tio n sh ip s to o th e r s , a rg u e  fo r  h e r  m arginalization in  h e r  own 
eyes?
My th e s is  th ro u g h o u t th is  c h a p te r  is  th a t  de  B eau v o ir 's  
au th o b io g rap h ies  d is ru p t th e  an tipodes of c e n te r  and  m arg in , se lf  and  
o th e r  in  th e  c ritiq u e  of au th o rsh ip  th e y  p lay  ou t on b o th  them atic  and  
s t ru c tu ra l  lev e ls . T his is  to say  th a t  th e  o th e rn e ss  th a t  p e rv a d e s  h e r  
au to b io g rap h ie s—in  th e  innum erable "ch a rac te rs"  in c lu d ed , in  th e  
w an d erin g  and  p ro life ra tio n  of a n ec d o te s , in  th e  su s ta in e d  critic ism  of 
bou rgeo is  indiv idualism , in  th e  c ritica l p o r tra i t  of h e r  p ro te a n  se lf  c re a te d  
from  an  equally  p ro te a n  because  p ro cess iv e  po in t of view—th is  o th e rn e ss  
se rv e s  de B eauvoir a s  th e  m eans to question  h e r  a u th o r ity  a s  a  se lf an d  a n  
a u th o r . No critic ism  to date  of th ese  most fav o red  w orks of de B eauvoir 
h as rem arked  on w hat I see a s  th e ir  p rin c ip a l s t r e n g th :  th e ir  de ta iled  
a tte n tio n  to  o th e rs  an d  o th e rn e ss  combined w ith  th e ir  in v es tig a tio n  of one
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woman's ex p erien ce  a s  an  a u th o r . I t  is  th e  doveta iling  of th ese  two issu e s  
in  sev e ra l of th e  au tob iograph ies th a t I exp lore  below.
R a th e r th an  in te rp re t  de B eauvoir’s au tob iog raph ica l p ro jec t as a  
w hole, I will limit my analysis to th e  c ritiq u e  of a u th o rsh ip  e v id e n t most 
rea d ily  in  th e  f i r s t  th re e  au tob iog raph ies—Memoirs d 'u n e  Fille R an g ee , La 
Force de l 'A g e , an d  La Forces des C hoses—an d  in  th e ir  p re fa c e , T he 
Second S e x . T he conception  an d  perform ance of th e se  fo u r  w orks a re  
u n ite d  b y  th e ir  in q u iry  in to  th e  p ro cess  of de B eauvo ir’s a u th o r- iz a tio n . 
F u r th e r ,  th e  f i r s t  th re e  au tob iograph ies a re  se t a p a r t  from  T out Compte 
Fait an d  th e  two ep itaph ic  Une Mort T res  Douce and  Les Cerem onies des 
A dieux b y  th e ir  ex ten d ed  chronological form , b y  th e  h is to rica l p rox im ity  
of th e ir  com position (1957-1963), and  b y  th e ir  q u estio n in g  p reoccupation  
w ith  th e ir  a u th o r’s genesis  and  p rac tic e  a s  a  woman a u th o r . In  fa c t ,  b y  
th e  time she  was w ritin g  T out Compte F a it , de B eauvoir adm its to h av in g  
re lin q u ish ed  a  sen se  of h e r  life ’s d ire c te d n e ss , so ev id en t in  th e  f i r s t  
fo u r :
F o r me life  was an  u n d e rta k in g  th a t  had  a  c lear d irec tio n , an d  in  
g iv in g  an  account of mine I had  to  follow its  p ro g re s s  
[ch rono log ica lly ]. The circum stances a re  no t th e  same to d ay . . . .
I no lo n g er feel th a t I am moving in th e  d irec tio n  of a  goal, b u t  only  
th a t  I am s lip p in g  inev itab ly  tow ards my g rav e  (All Said an d  D one, 
P ro logue, no t n u m b ere d ).
De B eauvo ir 's  in te re s t  in  th e  ag in g  p ro cess  in  th e se  final au tob iog raph ies
su p p la n ts  h e r  joie de v iv re , an  optimism abou t liv ing  them atized  in  th e
e a r lie r  w orks w hich fueled  th e  b e s t p a r t  of h e r  in q u iry  in to  th e  w h y 's  an d
how 's of h e r  life  as "une  femme e c r iv a in ."  In  b r ie f , lim iting my a n a ly sis
to  T he Second Sex a n d  th e  f i r s t  th re e  memoirs has two a d v a n ta g e s : i t
pe rm its  my ex p lo ra tio n  of de B eauvo ir's  au tob iog raph ical c ritiq u e  of
a u th o rsh ip  to co n sid er i ts  evo lu tionary  a sp e c t, while acknow ledging th a t ,
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although  the  autobiographies go on, the  critique  is a f te r  all lim ited. Like 
all of the  authobiographies rep re sen ted  in my p ro jec t, de B eauvoir's is 
rooted  in  and conditioned b y  the au th o r 's  h is to ry , in  the  h is to ry  of 
h e rse lf  she re p re s e n ts . I t th u s  p a rtak es of th a t h is to ry 's  p a rticu la rity  
and its  fin itude.
In de B eauvoir's case, how ever, refe rence  to fin itude  may seem 
m istaken. The questions h e r  authobiographies pose and respond  to a re  
b road : fo r example, in La Force de l'Age she queries (among o th er 
th in g s) why she w rites , and why she w rites what she w rites . And h e r 
voluminous responses to h e r guid ing  questions sim ilarly challenge the 
descrip tion  of h e r  autobiographical p ro ject as f in ite . In  keep ing  w ith h e r  
changing  relationship  to h e r  w ritings and th e ir  pub lic , no one 
re tro sp ec tiv e  assessm ent will do fo r de Beauvoir. Her s tru g g le  fo r 
u n d e rs tan d in g  is ongoing, beyond the  scope of a single em plotted and 
a rtfu lly  ren d ered  volume; and  i t  is h isto rical, conditioned b y  th e  logic of 
chronological grow th th a t h e r  n a rra tiv e s  im itate. In  a  fashion not unlike 
S a r tre 's  hab it of th ink ing  against him self, de Beauvoir evidences in  h e r 
au thobiographies th e  need to ceaselessly question the  s tru c tu re s  of 
au th o rity  and the  sh ibboleths of au tho rsh ip  by  p u ttin g  h e rse lf  in to  
question . But in  a fashion wholly unlike S a r tre 's , de Beauvoir p u ts  
h e rse lf  into question  not ju s t b y  s tu d y in g  h e r  p a rticu la r experiences as 
an  ea rly  tw en tie th -cen tu ry  bourgeo is-born  woman w rite r who a sp ired  to 
and a tta ined  au thoria l su c ce ss ; b u t also by  d irec ting  h e r  panoptic  gaze a t 
th e  w orld , a t h e r  re la tio n sh ip s, a t h e r  contem poraries. She does not 
beg in  w ith a  view of a cen tered  self as au tho r o r th e  re v e rse . R a th e r, as 
T e rry  Keefe no tes , "Broadly speak ing , h e r in te re s t is in  th e  world ra th e r
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th an  h e rse lf , o r ra th e r  in  the  w orld, with h e rse lf as one object in  it"
(4 5 ) .9 The ne t effect of th is  self-w orld p ic tu re  is  to accent the  
im portance of a context of experience w herein au th o rity , even  th a t b ran d  
of au th o rity  in scribed  in the  authorial production of t e x t s , is  seen  as 
d e riv a tiv e , sh a red , cooperative.
Jacques Ehrmann has d iscussed  how de B eauvoir's two main topics 
were th e  situation  of women and the  situation  of the  in tellectual 
(w r i te r ) . 10 While Ehrmann does not provide more th an  a g enera l, 
hum anist connection betw een these  two in te re s ts , he ind irec tly  
u n d ersco res  the  need to consider what is gendered  in  de B eauvoir's 
c ritique  of au th o rity : i . e . , what h inges on h e r having  "become" a woman 
who w rote and  successfu lly . Stein declined to problem atize h e r  
womanhood in  h e r au thob iograph ies, content ra th e r  to p o r tra y  h erse lf 
n eu tra lly  as a  genius among o ther (male) gen iuses. I a rg u ed  in  the  la s t 
c h ap te r th a t h e r  lesbianism  provides a  context fo r  u n d e rs tan d in g  the  
am bivalence of h e r desire  to be  au thorized ; b u t gender does no t receive 
explicit them atic a tten tion  in  S te in 's  c ritique  and  can only be  read  into it  
inductive ly , specu latively . In  co n tra s t, Simone de B eauvoir's 
au thobiographical e n te rp rise  grew  out of h e r re sea rch  and w riting  on th e  
socialization of women around the  world and across time. She contended 
in  th e  1979 film about h e r  th a t she became a fem inist th ro u g h  w ritin g  The 
Second Sex (Dayan 67-68). Only a f te r  th a t essay  did h e r  life-w ritings 
b eg in . C onsequently , th is  ch ap te r 's  examination of de B eauvoir's 
au thob iographies looks closely a t the  ways in  which questions reg a rd in g  
g e n d e r—raised  e ith e r b y  de Beauvoir o r by  contem porary fem inist 
th e o r is ts—a re  implicated in  h e r  them atic and  s tru c tu ra l c ritiq u es of
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se lf-a u th o riz a tio n  and  a u th o rs h ip . B eg inn ing  w ith  an a ly sis  of T he  Second 
Sex a n d  m oving chronologically  w ith de B eauvoir th ro u g h  Memoirs d 'u n e  
Fille R an g ee , La Force de l1 A ge , and  La Force des C hoses ( in  o rd e r  to  
c o n se rv e  th e  evo lu tio n ary  a sp ec t of h e r  th o u g h t) , I ex p lo re  th e  fem in ist 
ram ifications of de  B eau v o ir 's  c ritiq u e  of a u th o rs h ip . In  so d o in g , I 
in te n d  to  c o n tr ib u te  to th e  e n e rg e tic  e ffo rts  s ince  de  B eau v o ir 's  d e a th  in  
1985 to  con tex tua lize  h e r  w ritin g s  w ith in  th e  fie ld  of con tem porary  
fem in ist th e o ry  w hich sh e  helped  cu ltiv a te  more th a n  fo r ty  y e a rs  a g o .
I Woman as O th e r, O th e r  a s  A u th o r, A u th o r a s  . . . Man?: T he 
A u thob iog raph ica l Dimension of T he Second Sex
T he b e s t  p lace  to  b eg in  a n  assessm en t of Simone de B eau v o ir 's  Le
Deuxieme Sexe (T he Second Sex 1949) is  w ith  a  p a ssa g e  from  La Force des
C h o ses, a  memoir de B eauvoir w ro te  sev en teen  y e a rs  a f te r  sh e  w ro te  h e r
e ssa y  on women which d e sc rib e s  th e  e s sa y 's  au to b io g rap h ica l g e n e s is .
T his p a ssa g e  rev e a ls  how , from  th e  s t a r t ,  se lf-re f le c tio n  tem p ers  de
B eauvo ir’s  th o u g h ts  ab o u t women. She say s  (my t r a n s la t io n ) :
My e ssa y  [on women] was done and  I a sk ed  m yself: w hat to  do? I 
se a te d  m yself a t  th e  Deux M agots, looking a t  th e  w hite  sh e e ts  of 
p a p e r .  I fe lt th e  need  to w rite  a t  th e  t ip s  of my f in g e rs ,  a n d  I h ad  
th e  ta s te  of w ords in  my th ro a t ,  b u t  I d id n 't  know w hat to  
u n d e r ta k e . "What a  fie rce  look you h av e!"  Giacom etti sa id  to  me 
one tim e. " I t 's  b ecau se  I would like to  w r ite , b u t  I d o n 't  know  
w h a t."  "W rite w h a te v e r,"  he re p lie d . I loved  L e iris ' L 'A ge 
d 'hom m e; I h ad  a  ta s te  fo r  m a rty r-e s sa y s  w here  one ex p la in s  
o nese lf w ithou t p r e te x t .  I b e g an  to  dream  ab o u t i t ,  to ta k e  some 
n o te s , an d  I spoke ab o u t it  to  S a r t r e .  I saw th a t a  p rim a ry  q u es tio n  
posed  i ts e lf :  w hat does i t  mean to me to  be  a  woman? I f i r s t  
be lieved  I could  qu ick ly  r id  m yself o f th is  q u e s tio n . I n e v e r  h ad  
h a d  a fee lin g  of in fe r io r ity :  no one had  sa id  to  me: "You th in k  th is  
w ay b ecau se  you  a re  a  wom an"; my fem in in ity  h a d n 't  b o th e re d  me a t  
a ll. I sa id  to  S a r t r e ,  "F o r me, [fem inin ity] d o e sn 't  c o u n t, so to  
s p e a k ."  "All th e  sam e," he  re p lie d , "you h a v e n 't  b een  ra is e d  in  th e  
same m anner a s  a  boy : i t  m ight be  n e c e ssa ry  to  look a t  th e  is su e  
more c lo se ly ."  I looked an d  I h ad  a  re v e la tio n . T h is w orld  w as a  
m asculine w orld , my childhood had  b een  n o u rish e d  b y  m yths fo rg ed
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b y  m en, and  I h a d n ’t  a t  a ll re a c te d  to  th e se  m yths in  th e  same 
m anner a s  I would have done a s  a b o y . I was so in te re s te d  th a t  I 
aban d o n ed  th e  p ro jec t of a  p e rso n a l confession  in  o rd e r  to  occupy  
m yself w ith  th e  fem inine condition  in  i ts  g e n e ra lity  ( C hoses I ,
1 3 5 ) .11
Many c ritic s  tak e  th ese  rem ark s a s  a n  in v ita tio n  to  f in d  w here  in  
h e r  o b se rv a tio n s  abou t women de B eauvo ir is  " rea lly "  sp e ak in g  of h e rs e lf .  
J u d ith  O kley am ongst o th e rs  has w ritte n  of th e  "h id d en  su b je c tiv ity "  of 
th e  n a r r a to r  of The Second Sex to  ju s t ify  connec tions sh e  d raw s betw een  
de  B eauvo ir’s ex p e rien ce  an d  th a t of cap ita l "W" Woman (7 2 ). Id e n tify in g  
th is  su b je c tiv ity  need  n o t, how ever, sim ply su p p o r t a ttem p ts  to see  de 
B eau v o ir’s Woman as h e r  m irro r re fle c tio n . In d ee d , th e  above p a ssa g e  
im plicitly  w arn s  a g a in s t m aking a  simple e q u iv a le n ce . A t a d is tan c e  of 
se v e n te e n  y e a rs  de B eauvoir owns up  to  th e  d iffe ren ce  fem in in ity  (n o t 
b e in g  a  boy) h as  had  on  h e r  developm ent; b u t  sh e  does n o t adm it th is  
d iffe ren c e  in  T he  Second S e x . What sh e  does sa y  th e re  i s ,  "B u t if  I w ish  
to  d efin e  m yself, I m ust f i r s t  of all s a y : 'I  am a  woman’; on th is  t r u th  m ust 
be  b a se d  all f u r th e r  d iscussion"  (x x v ii)  .
M oreover, th e  p a ssa g e  above in d ic a te s  de  B eau v o ir’s p e r s is t in g  
se n se  th a t  fem inin ity  en ta ils  in fe r io r ity —w hich sh e  sa y s  sh e  h a s  n e v e r  
f e l t—th u s  a rg u in g  a g a in s t h e r  sen se  of p rox im ity  to  h e r  s u b je c t .12 T ru e , 
sh e  rev e a ls  h e r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t  h e r  re s e a rc h  would re f le c t th e  
m eaning of Woman fo r  h e rs e lf . B ut sh e  eq u ally  em phasizes th a t  com posing 
T he Second Sex m eant ab an d o n in g  h e r  p e rso n a l w ritin g  p ro je c t. In  s h o r t ,  
th e  e s sa y  caused  h e r  to  see  h e rs e lf  in  re la tio n  to  Woman while a t  th e  same 
time se e in g  h e rs e lf  a s  o th e r  th a n  wom en: o th e r  th a n  th e  O th e r who b y  h e r  
fam ous defin ition  is Woman (Second 267). T he sh if t  in  g e n re , from
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au to b io g rap h y  to theo re tica l t r e a t is e , u n d e rsc o re s  th is  affirm ation  of 
d is tan ce  betw een h e rse lf  and  th e  topic she  knew  to  be in tim ately  h e r  own.
F or c ritic s  exp lo ring  de B eauvoir's vexed  re la tio n sh ip  to th e  Woman 
sh e  au th o rized  in  The Second S e x , reck o n in g  w ith  th e  voice of th e  e ssay  
is  th e  p reem inen t challenge. T his voice has g e n era te d  accu sa tio n s of de 
B eauvo ir 's  m isogyny; i t  has g rounded  claims like M ary Lowenthal 
F e ls tin e r 's  th a t  th e  e ssay  "uncovers th e  p e rv as io n  of sexism  more th a n  th e  
p o ten tia l of fem inism ."13 My genera l in te re s t  in  de B eauvo ir 's  voice in  
T he Second Sex is  to  d iscover w hat makes it  su ch  an  am biguous b u t 
im p o rtan t lead fo r  o th e r  women who w rite  as women abou t g e n d e r. 
S pecifica lly , I examine how th e  voice revea ls  th e  e s sa y 's  
au th o b io g rap h ica l dim ension: th a t  dimension of th e  te x t w here  de 
B eau v o ir 's  in te re s t  in  au th o rsh ip  dovetails w ith  th e  in sc rip tio n  of h e r  
su b je c t position . How did w riting  and p u b lish in g  th e  te x t  help  au th o rize  
de  B eauvo ir 's  vo ice , and  au th o rize  h e r  in  su ch  a  way as to  make h e r  b o th  
a  fem inist an d  a  woman h en ce fo rth  committed to th e  au tob iog raph ica l 
n a rra t io n  of h e r  life?14 How does th is  au th o riza tio n  of de B eauvo ir's  
voice a s  a  w om an-advocate enac t th e  "solution" to women's opp ression  
w hich she  deta ils?  How, in  tu r n ,  do th e  am biguities in h e re n t in  th is  
"so lu tio n "—a u th o rsh ip —re fle c t back  on th e  am bivalences an d  conflicts of 
th is  o th e r- th a n -O th e r  woman's n a rra tiv e  voice?
De B eauvoir recogn izes th a t  h e r  a u th o r ity  to  pose  th e  qu estio n  
"What is  a  woman?" needs to be  estab lish ed  e a r ly , so in  h e r  in tro d u c tio n  
sh e  p ro v id es  two b a s e s . I t  is  th e  tension  betw een  th e se  two b a se s  th a t  
a cco u n ts  fo r  th e  oscillations in  tone an d  argum en t th a t fem inist c ritic s  
hav e  h e a rd . On th e  one h a n d , de B eauvoir a s s e r ts ,  "Man is a t  once ju d g e
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and p a r ty  to the  case; b u t so is woman” (x x x ix ) . In  an a typ ical je s t ,  she
specu lates th a t an  angel o r a  herm aphrodite would be the  ideal
in te rlo cu to r, b u t in  th e ir  absence "we" must look to "ce rta in  women who
a re  b e s t qualified to elucidate the  situation  of woman" (xxxix) . Of
co u rse , she  means h e rse lf.
Many of today’s women, fo rtuna te  in  the  res to ra tio n  of all the  
p riv ileges p e rta in in g  to the  e sta te  of the  human b e in g , can afford  
the  lu x u ry  of im partiality—we even recognize its  n ecessity . . . . 
[A jlready  some of u s have never had to sense  in  o u r fem ininity an 
inconvenience o r an  obstac le . Many problem s ap p ea r to u s  to be 
more p re ss in g  th an  those which concern us in  p a rtic u la r , and  th is  
detachm ent even allows us to hope th a t ou r a ttitu d e  will be 
objective. S till, we know the  feminine world more intim ately th an  do 
the  men because we have our roots in  i t ,  we g rasp  more immediately 
th an  do men what it means to a  human being  to be  fem inine; and  we 
a re  more concerned with such  knowledge. I have said th a t th e re  
a re  more p re ss in g  problem s, b u t th is  does no t p re v e n t u s from 
seeing  some im portance in  ask ing  how the  fact of be ing  women will 
a ffect ou r lives (x x x ix -x l) .
De B eauvoir's language su p p o rts  h e r poin t th a t she is  an  exceptional
woman, a hum an f i r s t ,  b u t nevertheless a woman with f irs th a n d  knowledge
of fem ininity. She speaks in  several re g is te rs  sim ultaneously: the
im personal th ird -p e rso n  p lu ra l, th e  collectivizing f ir s t-p e rso n  p lu ra l, and
even the  self-im plicating f irs t-p e rso n  s in g u lar. Paradoxically , h e r
condition as a  woman as well as h e r  insulation from th is  condition
authorize  h e r . I t is an  argum ent from sub ject-iden tifica tion  as well as
subject-dem arcation . But the  b a sis , sou rce—o r, a u th o rity —for de
B eauvoir's se lf-perce ived  d ifference from o th e r , feminine females rem ains
o b scu re . I will r e tu rn  to th is  po in t.
On th e  o th er hand , de Beauvoir a rg u es  fo r th e  au th o rity  of h e r
analysis of women by  affirm ing the  a u th o rity  of th e  "ex isten tia lis t e th ics"
she  dep loys. She ex p la in s:
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E very  sub ject plays his p a r t  as such  specifically th ro u g h  exploits 
o r p ro jec ts th a t se rve  as a mode of tran scen d en ce ; he achieves 
lib e rty  only th ro u g h  a continual reach ing  out tow ard o th er 
l ib e r tie s . T here  is no justification  fo r p re sen t ex istence  o th e r th an  
i ts  expansion into an  indefin itely  open fu tu re . E very time 
transcendence  falls back into immanence, s tagnation , th e re  is  a 
degradation  of existence into the  "en-so i"—the  b ru tish  life of 
subjection to given conditions—and of lib e rty  in to  constra in t and 
con tingence . This downfall re p re se n ts  a moral fau lt if the  sub ject 
consents to i t ;  if it  is inflicted upon him, it  spells fru s tra tio n  and 
oppression . In  bo th  cases i t  is  an  absolute evil. E very individual 
concerned to ju s tify  his existence feels th a t his ex istence involves 
an  undefined need to tran scen d  himself, to engage in  free ly  chosen 
p ro jec ts (x l-x li) .
Recent criticism  has both  lauded and condemned de B eauvoir's analytical 
fram ew ork, a topic beyond the scope of th is  a n a ly s is .15 Of vital concern 
h e re , how ever, a re  the  re la ted  b iases of humanism and individualism  
which mark the  above explanation. In  th is  p assag e , sub jec tiv ity  as such  
is not gendered ; th e re  a re  only hum ans. As de Beauvoir sa y s , "For u s  
woman is defined as a  human being  in quest of values in  a  world of values" 
(52). The operative duality  w ithin the  category  of humans is not 
masculine and feminine b u t ra th e r  transcendence  and immanence, an  
antinom y th a t map onto those of free /en slav ed , m ind/body, 
a c tiv e /p ass iv e , ju stified /u n ju stified , e ssen tia l/in essen tia l, 
g row ing /stagnan t th roughou t the  e ssay . De Beauvoir adop ts the  
perspec tive  of dualities in o rd er to b reak  up  th e ir  h isto rical bond w ith the  
duality  of masculine/fem inine (x x v iii) . But in  so doing she  ap p aren tly  
throw s h e r  values in  with th a t of a humanism th a t p e rp e tu a te s  b inary  
oppositions, a  way of th ink ing  heavily  ta rg e te d  in  contem porary fem inist 
theo ry  as doomed to p e rp e tu a te  a sex is t logic .
Can Woman escape from the logic of these  oppositions? Judg ing  
from the  language of the  passage  above w here de Beauvoir explains h e r 
ex is ten tia lis t prem ise, no th ing  could be less ce rta in . The individualism
m ark ing  i ts  v ision  of a  b e in g  (o r  "ex is te n t" )  a t  l ib e r ty  to  " re a c h  out 
tow ard  o th e r  lib e rtie s"  consigns th e  o p p ressed  su b je c t to  th e  m oral 
in iq u ity  of a  b ru t is h  life of h e r  own m aking. W hether a n  o p p re sse d  
su b je c t can  p ro p e r ly  b e  sa id  to  co n sen t to  h e r  s itu a tio n  is  a  q u e s tio n  de 
B eauvo ir h e re  b e g s . As Carol A scher has n o te d , " [D ]e  B eau v o ir 's  
req u irem en t o f de te rm in ing  o p p ress io n  is a  dem anding  one ; i f ,  an d  only 
if , one h as  tr ie d  to reach  tow ard  a goal, an d  th a t  a ttem p t has b een  
d e fin itiv e ly  th w a rte d , can  one sp eak  of b e in g  o p p re sse d "  ("Women an d  
Choice" 178; A sc h e r 's  em p h asis). S po rad ica lly , de B eauvo ir in s is ts  th a t  
" th e  com pulsions of a s itu a tio n  in  w hich sh e  is  th e  in essen tia l"  in h ib it o r  
limit th e  e x e rc ise  of Woman's l ib e r ty  ( x l i ) . B u t th e  e x is te n tia l e th ic  
fram ing  h e r  th e o re tic a l rem arks in  th e  e ssay  m akes no p ro v is io n  fo r  th e se  
com pulsions, n o r  a p p a re n tly  fo r  th e ir  e rad ica tio n . In d e e d , th e  fram ew ork  
in  i ts e lf  d is re g a rd s  g e n d ered  d iffe ren ces  betw een  s u b je c ts , a lth o u g h  th a t  
is  de  B eau v o ir 's  to p ic , b ecau se  in  h e r  conclusion  th e  w ith e rin g  aw ay of 
th e se  d iffe ren c e s  is  th e  u to p ian -so c ia lis t v ision  sh e  e n te r ta in s . 16
T he  n a r r a to r 's  voice th u s  d e riv e s  h e r  a u th o r i ty  from  a  g e n d e re d  
su b je c t p osition  de B eauvoir has p u rp o r te d ly  tra n s c e n d e d  an d  from  a 
hum an ist ph ilo sophy  d en y in g  th a t  p o sitio n 's  p e r tin e n c e . T he  them e 
s c a t te re d  th ro u g h o u t T he Second Sex w hich s ig n a ls  th e  ten s io n  betw een  
th e se  two accoun ts  of de B eauvo ir 's  a u th o r ity  on Woman is  th a t  of Woman's 
com plicity w ith  h e r  o p p re s so rs . "When man m akes of woman th e  O th e r , he  
m ay, th e n , ex p ec t her. to  m anifest d e e p -se a te d  ten d en c ies  tow ard  
com plicity . T h u s  woman may fail to lay  claim to  th e  s ta tu s  of su b je c t 
b ecau se  sh e  lacks d e fin ite  r e s o u rc e s , b ecau se  sh e  fee ls  th e  n e c e ssa ry  
b ond  th a t  tie s  h e r  to  man re g a rd le s s  of re c ip ro c ity , a n d  b ecau se  sh e  is
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o ften  v e ry  well p leased  w ith h e r  ro le as th e  O th e r” (x x x iii) . In  T he 
Second S e x , th e  concept of women's complicity w ith th e  values th a t 
d e n ig ra te  them  re fle c ts  de B eauvo ir's  contention  th a t w hat s e ts  women 
a p a r t  from  o th e r  h isto rica lly  o p p ressed  g ro u p s is th e ir  w idesp read  
in te rn a liza tio n  of nega tive  m yths abou t Woman (481). T he n a r r a to r 's  
voice au d ib ly  b r is tle s  w ith th e  double b ind  th is  in te rn a liza tio n  p laces 
women in : females become women because  th e y  a re  socialized and  an d  th e y  
s ta y  socialized because th e y  a re  fem inine.
To o ffse t th e  determ inism  of th is  in te rn a liz in g  p ro c e s s , de B eauvoir 
u se s  th e  language of fa ilu re  an d  choice: "In  t r u th ,  how ever, th e  n a tu re  of 
th in g s  is  no more imm utably g iv en , once fo r  a ll, th a n  is  h is to rica l re a lity . 
I f  woman seem s to be  th e  in essen tia l w hich n e v e r  becomes th e  e sse n tia l, i t  
is b ecau se  she  h e rse lf  fa ils  to b r in g  abou t th is  ch an g e” (x x x i) . A more 
su s ta in ed  example of th is  language is found  in  th e  sec tion  on 
p sy ch o an a ly sis . T h ere  de B eauvoir s t re s s e s  h e r  d issa tis fac tio n  w ith  th e  
lack  of cho ice(s) psychoanaly tic  schem ata hold ou t to  women (46, passim ) . 
Choice underm ines th e  f ix ed , tra n sh is to r ic a l d e s tin y  th a t de  B eauvoir— 
arm ed w ith  h e r  be lief th a t " the  ind iv idual defines him self b y  m aking h is 
own choices th ro u g h  th e  world abou t him"—re je c ts  (49 ). In  g e n e ra l, 
women who in te rn a lize  m asculine values re le g a tin g  them  to O th e rn ess  
su f fe r  doubly  in  de B eauvo ir's  h a rs h e s t  theo riza tions in  T he Second S ex : 
th e y  have  th e ir  m aterial "enslavem ent"—to th e ir  b o d ies , to  th e ir  m en, to 
th e ir  p o v e rty —and  th e y  have th e ir  b u rd e n  as moral t r a n s g re s s o r s , 
choosing a g a in s t a  life of l ib e r ty .
T h ere  is  much to  c ritic ize  in  th e  them e of com plicity a s  de B eauvoir 
e lab o ra tes  i t :  p rin c ip a lly , h e r  b lam ing-the-v ic tim  ra tio n a le , b u t  a lso  h e r
b lin d n ess to  th e  value of women's c u ltu re  as i t  has evolved w ith in  
o p p ressed  an d  v a rieg a ted  co n d itio n s. 17 B ut th e re  is also m uch to 
a p p re c ia te , especially  in  de B eauvoir's un flag g in g  a ttem pt to a d d re s s  bo th  
th e  c o n s tru c te d n e ss  and  th e  g ivenness of women's s itu a tio n —th a t is ,  
women e n te r  in to  th e  Myth of Woman th ro u g h  a complex b lend  of 
c ircum stance  a n d  d e c is io n .18 Of g re a te s t  re levance  to th e  
au thob iog raph ica l im port of th e  e ssay  is  th e  way in  w hich de B eauvoir 
vocalizes h e r  position  on women's complicity only b y  tu rn in g  h e r  a tten tio n  
away from  th e  Myth of Woman. While it may be  t r u e ,  as Jane  Flax no tes 
th a t  "none of u s  can sp eak  fo r 'woman' because no su ch  p e rso n  e x is ts  
ex cep t w ith in  a specific  se t of (a lread y  g en d ered ) re la tio n s"  (642), th e  
m yth of Woman can be c ritica lly  s tu d ie d . In d eed , de B eauvoir s ly ly  
employs th e  re fe re n t "Woman" th ro u g h o u t The Second Sex an d  d e sc rib e s  
h e r  in  h igh ly  co n trad ic to ry  if  r ic h  deta il in  o rd e r  to  call a tte n tio n  to  th e  
e ssen tia liz in g  and  m ythic com ponents of h e r  su b je c t. H ow ever, w hereas 
th is  d e sc rip tio n  a ffo rd s  de B eauvoir th e  com forts of ob jectification  and  
re p re se n ta tio n —lu x u rie s  th a t sh e  adm its have b een  earm arked  h is to rica lly  
b y  men (143)—h e r  d isco u rse  on women's com plicity ( r e ) tu r n s  h e r  to  
contem plation of soc ie ty , an d  contem porary  society  in  p a r t ic u la r ,  in  w hich 
sh e  is  a  woman among o th e r  women.
In  o th e r  w o rd s , th e  issu e  of women's com plicity closes th e  d is tan ce  
de B eauvoir has assum ed betw een h e rse lf  an d  h e r  su b je c t. O nly re a l, 
h is to ric a l women can b e  said  to  have w ills, to be  able  to choose, to be  
coun ted  as hum an in d iv id u a ls . But oddly enough , w hereas de  B eauvoir 
sp eak s  w ith  deta iled  co n cre ten ess  in  h e r  an a ly sis  of p h y sica l an d  m aterial 
c ircum stances illu s tra tiv e  of th e  Myth of Woman, sh e  w axes poetic  an d
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a b s tra c t  in  h e r  pronouncem ents on complicitous rea l women, d esc rib in g
them in  th e  term s of ex is ten tia l individualism . The methodological v a rie ty
in  The Second Sex is a commonplace; b u t no s tu d ies  to d a te  recognize
those  them atic ju n c tu re s  w here methodological sh if ts  t r a n s p ir e . When de
B eauvoir most sev ere ly  condemns women's c u ltu re , o r  most vehem ently
p roposes an  a lte rn a tiv e  to i t ,  she is least specific . For exam ple:
I shall pose th e  problem  of feminine d estiny  qu ite  o therw ise [th an  
p sy c h o a n ly s ts ] : I shall place woman in  a world of values and  give 
h e r  behav io r a dimension of lib e r ty . I believe th a t she  has th e  
pow er to choose betw een the  a sse rtio n  of h e r  tran scen d en ce  and h e r  
alienation as object; she is  not the  p lay th in g  of co n trad ic to ry  
d r iv e s ; she  dev ises solutions of d iverse  ran k in g  in  th e  e th ica l scale 
(50).
What she notab ly  does not specify  a re  the  k inds of choices she  fin d s 
women fa iling  to make fo r them selves, th e  k inds of decisions in  which 
women do not a s s e r t  them selves, w ith the  re su lt th a t th ey  give up  lib e rty  
and  s ta g n a te .
T he "I" in  th e  above c ita tion—one of th e  ra re  u se s  of th is  p ronoun  
b y  th e  n a r r a to r—gives an  im portant clue about th e  k ind  of a sse rtio n  de 
B eauvoir va lues. One of th e  au thobiographically  s ign fican t iron ies of th e  
e ssay  is  th a t  while de Beauvoir c ritiq u es  th e  ung ro u n d ed  value system  
th a t  su s ta in s  women's sub jugation , she  h e rse lf  only in d irec tly  d ivu lges 
th e  values she  recommends fo r women. An exception  is th e  equ itab le  
f r ie n d sh ip , v e ry  n e a r  in  sp ir it  to  P lato 's concept of p h ilia , valorized  w ith 
rev e rb e ra tiv e  in sistence  as an  a lte rn a tiv e  to  th e  ''re lig ion  of love" w hich 
she  ro u n d ly  condemns in  "The Form ative Y ears" section  (140, 544, 692- 
695, p a ss im ). Much more covert is de B eauvoir's valorization  of l ite ra ry  
p ro d u c tio n , and  th e  in stitu tio n  which su s ta in s  i t :  a u th o rsh ip .
L ite ra tu re  a s  a  c u ltu ra l p ro d u c tio n  rece iv es  a  good am ount of 
a tte n tio n  in  T he  Second Sex a s  th e  b a s is  fo r  m any of de  B eau v o ir 's  
exam ples ab o u t hum an life . In d ee d , h e r  sec tion  "Of Woman in  Five 
A u th o rs"  in d ic a te s  h e r  be lief th a t  women's re p re se n ta tio n  in  l i te ra tu re  can  
s u b s ti tu te  fo r  th e ir  s itu a tio n  in  life . In  o th e r  sec tio n s , i t  is  th ro u g h  
q u o tin g  C olette o r L eiris o r  A ris to p h an es th a t  de B eau v o ir 's  va lo riza tion  
of l i te ra tu re  m anifests i ts e lf . By th e  time sh e  was com posing T he  Second 
S e x , de B eauvoir h e rs e lf  had  new ly jo ined  th e  ra n k s  o f know n a u th o rs  
w ith  th e  p u b lica tio n  a n d  su ccess  of L 'In v itee  ( She Came To S ta y , 1943). 
B u t w r it in g , above all e ls e , had  fo r  tw en ty -fiv e  y e a rs  b een  h e r  life 's  
am bition an d  w o rk . P u b lish ed , th is  w ritin g  c o n s titu te d  a n  a s se r tio n  of 
w ill, a  tra n sc e n d e n c e  of env ironm en t, a  ren u n c ia tio n  of th o se  a sp e c ts  of 
th e  E te rn a l Fem inine (as  she  them atized  i t)  w hich incu lca te  wom en's 
s ilen c e , a n d , most em phatically , a n  e n tra n c e  in to  a p u b lic , male- 
dom inated dom ain. When de B eauvoir in s e r ts  h e r  "I" in  th e  above c ita tio n , 
sh e  d isc lo ses  fo r  a  moment qu ite  naked ly  th e  choice th a t  sh e  m ost h e a r tily  
a d v o ca te s  women m ake: a u th o rs h ip . I t  is  th is  choice th a t  s e ts  h e r  a p a r t  
from  Woman, b o th  m ythic an d  h is to rica l. A u th o rsh ip  e n ta ils  th e  
a u th o riz in g  p ro c e ss  th a t  is  b o th  re sp o n se  an d  so lu tion  to  wom en's 
o p p re ss io n  fo r  de  B eau v o ir. T he co n c re te n ess  of h e r  te x tu a l "I" an d  of 
h e r  p r e s e n t  w ritin g  p ro je c t co u n te rb a lan ce  th e  a b s tra c t  im p era tiv es  of 
ex is ten tia lism  an d  affirm  im plicitly , a s  ph ilo sophy  c a n n o t, som eth ing  to  
choose , some m eans to  tra n s c e n d . A sse r tin g  oneself in  th e  p u b lic  sp h e re  
th ro u g h  p u b lish in g  a  tre a tis e  like T he Second Sex is  a n  "o th e r"  re sp o n se  
to  wom en's lived  o th e rn e ss  in  de B eau v o ir 's  e a r lie s t  a u th o b io g ra p h y . In  
th e  above  c ita tio n , de  B eauvoir d em o n stra tes  th e  s t r e n g th  a c c ru in g  to th e
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"femme e c riv a in " : "I will p lace woman . . . "  ( I f  on ly , lam ent so many 
con tem porary  re a d e rs  of th e  e s sa y , she  had  no t so o ften  "p laced" Woman, 
p a r tic u la r ly  in  a  bou rgeo is co n tex t so n e a rly  m irro rin g  h e r  o w n .)
P e rh a p s  th e  w eig h ties t ev idence  in  th e  te x t  th a t  a u th o rsh ip  assum es 
th is  p reem inen t i f  u n a rtic u la te d  value is  found  in  th e  book’s s t r u c tu r e .
T he whole e s s a y 's  c ritiq u e  te n d s  tow ards th e  fina l sec tion  b e fo re  th e  
C onclusion , P a r t  V II, in  w hich de B eauvoir re f le c ts  on "L ibera tion : T he 
In d ep e n d en t Woman." I t  is  common fo r  con tem porary  re a d e rs  of T he 
Second Sex to  comment on th e  b ook 's  u to p ian  C onclusion—th a t  women may 
"unequ ivocally  affirm  th e ir  b ro th erh o o d "  w ith  m en—while ig n o rin g  th e  
socially  se n s itiv e  an a ly sis  and  am biguous conclusions of th e  penu ltim ate  
se c tio n . In  k e ep in g  w ith  th e  w r ite r  on women who inform ed h e r  id eas on 
th e  connection  b e tw een  financia l independence  an d  in te lle c tu a l freedom , 
de B eauvo ir also ad o p ts  V irg in ia  Woolf's equ iva lence  be tw een  in te lle c tu a l 
woman an d  em ancipated  woman in  th is  sec tio n . I t  is  n o t e n o u g h , sh e  
s a y s , th a t  women a re  em ployed: "w ork ing , to d a y , is no t enough" (680). 
T hose women who w ork  tow ards financial se lf-su ffic ien c y  th ro u g h  
in te lle c tu a l a c tiv itie s , especially  l i te ra ry  e n d ea v o rs , most n e a r ly  a p p ro a ch  
de B eau v o ir 's  ideal of th e  " in d ep en d en t hum an ind iv idual"  (682). T he 
female in te llec tu a l in  de  B eauvo ir’s ey es " th in k s  ab o u t h e r  s itu a tio n "  
(c r itic a lly , we may su p p o se ) an d  so re je c ts  th e  s e c u r i ty  o f th e  fem inine 
d ep en d e n t fo r  th e  r is k s  a tte n d in g  th e  "m asculine w orld" (684, 685). 
T h o u g h t, i t  seem s, g u a ra n te e s  lib e ra tio n  as m ere cash  c an n o t. T h is 
conclusion  re f le c ts  a  sh p p a g e  in  de B eauvo ir 's  rh e to r ic  in  th is  sec tion  
betw een  a u th o rsh ip  of l i te ra tu re ,  in te llec tu a l a c tiv ity , a n d  e x tr ic a tio n  
from  fem inine b o n d s . Such s lippage  may cause  re a d e rs  to come aw ay w ith
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th e  v e x in g  se n se  th a t  one an d  only one p a th  tow ards lib e ra tio n  is open  to 
women. More f ru i tfu l ly ,  th e  '•L iberation” sec tion  can  b e  s tu d ie d  a s  th e  
most au th o b io g rap h ica lly  rev e a lin g  sec tion  in  T he Second S e x , w here  de 
B eauvo ir p a te n tly  in te rw eaves h e r  q u e rie s  ab o u t a u th o rsh ip  w ith  h e r  v e ry  
p e rso n a l se n se  of th e  am biguities o f a bou rgeo is  lib e ra tio n  of wom en's 
s i tu a tio n .
T he lib e ra tio n  of women th ro u g h  w ritin g —and  spec ifica lly  w ritin g  to  
p u b lish —was a  life p a t te rn  fo r ty -y e a r -o ld  de B eauvo ir be liev ed  in  a s  t r ie d  
a n d  t r u e .  I t  was th e  p a tte rn  sh e  had  rea lized  in  h e r  own life 's  
e x p e r ie n c e , a n d  w hat optimism one re a d s  in  T he Second Sex is  ow ing to  de  
B eau v o ir 's  deep  p le a su re  in  th is  ex p e rien c e . As M arks h as  p o in ted  o u t, 
de  B eauvoir su p p o r te d  to th e  end  of h e r  life wom en's w ritin g  an d  wom en's 
p a rtic ip a tio n  in  a u th o rsh ip  in  c o n tra s t  to  th e  o rig ina l p o sitio n  o f e c r i tu re  
fem inine p ra c t i t io n e r s ,  who "co n sid ered  h e r  a c tiv itie s  com plicitous w ith  
th e  re ig n in g  n e tw o rk s  of pow er" ( C ritical E ssays 4 ) .  In  La F orce d es 
C hoses de  B eauvo ir will a r tic u la te  h e r  se n se  of h e r  own com plicity , 
d is tin c t from  th a t  w hich sh e  c ritiq u e s  in  T he  Second S e x . B u t th a t  is  
se v e n te e n  y e a r s  a n d  2000 p ag es  of memoirs h en ce . In  1947 sh e  h ad  no t 
y e t  b e g u n  to  q u e s tio n  th e  complex s e t  of a d v an tag e s  an d  com prom ises 
en ta iled  in  wom en's e n tra n c e  in to  th e  in s titu tio n  of a u th o rs h ip . In s te a d , 
sh e  c o n sid e rs  th e  o b stac les  th w a rtin g  th e ir  h is to ric a l an d  con tem p o ra ry  
l i te ra ry  p ro d u c tio n . In  th e  "L iberation" sec tion  sh e  aban d o n s th e  
a b s t r a c t  m andates th a t  women choose l ib e r ty ,  a s  well as th e  e x is te n tia l 
fram ew ork  u n d e rp in n in g  th o se  im p era tiv es , an d  sh e  a d d re s s e s  th e  " in n e r  
confusion" a tte n d in g  th e  woman in te lle c tu a l/a u th o r 's  choice of a  life 
b e tw een  g e n d e r  no rm s. I t  is  no t th a t  de B eau v o ir 's  su b je c t positio n  is
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a n y  more forthcom ing th an  in  e a r lie r  sec tio n s. Simply, th e  u rg e n t  and  
p la in tive  tone of th is  section  ind ica tes h e r  in fusion  of se lf /a u th o ria l 
experience  an d  observa tion  of o th e rs  in to  an  o stensib ly  g en era l 
d e sc rip tio n  of female independence.
T h roughou t th e  w riting  of th is  sec tion  de B eauvoir them atizes th e  
"tem p ta tions” and  acc u ltu ra te d  in se cu ritie s  th a t "h a u n t” th e  a sp ir in g  
woman in te llec tual (681, 686, 698-699). D eird re  B a ir 's  b io g rap h y  of de 
B eauvoir p ro v id es a  de ta iled  h is to ry  of h e r  conflicted  re la tio n sh ip  w ith 
Nelson A lg ren , develop ing  d u r in g  th e  time of th e  com position of The 
Second S e x , w hich may help explain  th e  d eg ree  to w hich h a u n tin g  se lf-  
d o u b ts  ap p ea r as th e  n e ce ssa ry  legacy  of th e  au th o riz in g  w om an.19 More 
to  th e  p o in t, B a ir 's  re se a rc h  on th e  de Beau vo ir-A lg ren  tra n sa tla n tic  
a ffa ir  p ro v id es  an  au tob iog raph ical con tex t fo r  th is  th e s is  of "L ib e ra tio n " : 
"T h u s th e  in d ep en d en t woman of today  is to rn  betw een  h e r  p ro fessio n a l 
in te re s ts  and  th e  problem s of h e r  sexual l ife ; i t  is  d ifficu lt fo r  h e r  to 
s tr ik e  a ba lance  betw een  th e  two; if sh e  d o es, i t  is  a t  th e  p r ic e  of 
concessions, sa c rif ice s , a c ro b a tic s , which re q u ire  h e r  to be  in  a  co n stan t 
s ta te  of ten s io n ” (697). Even w hen th e  sou rce  of confusion is 
re la tio n sh ip s  w ith  o th e r  women r a th e r  th a n  w ith  m en, de  B eauvoir 
e x p re s se s  in  th is  section  a  fu n d  of sym pathetic  su p p o rt fo r  th e  woman who 
c ro sse s  w ith  u n s te a d y  s te p s  e s tab lish ed  g e n d e r b o u n d a rie s . I t  is w ith  a  
k in d  of g en tlen ess  th a t  she  lam ents th e  re s tle s s  an d  w andering  p a th  of 
th is  a sp ir in g  woman (698-699). While th is  section  re p e a ts  e a r lie r  sec tio n s ' 
endorsem en t of a life of s e lf -a sse r tio n , it m itigates th e  m asculine b ia s  of 
th is  p a tte rn  b y  su g g e s tin g  th e  d ifficu lties women have in  d isco v erin g  a  
se lf  to a s s e r t .  In d eed , sh e  explains w hat she  ju d g es  to  be  women's
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"modest" successes in  lite ra tu re  and  a r t  to have stemmed from  th e ir  
inab ility  to  fo rg e t them selves, from th e ir  p reoccupy ing  sea rch  fo r 
them selves (702).
I t  may seem ironic th a t de B eauvoir h e rse lf  would tu rn  soon a f te r  
w riting  The Second Sex to a s ix tee n -y ea r  life -w riting  p ro jec t sea rch in g  
fo r h e rse lf . But more th an  simple irony  o r se lf-decep tion  a re  w orth  
n o ting  h e re . De B eauvoir's voice in  "L iberation ,"  less  h o rta to ry  th an  in  
p rev ious sec tio n s, evinces a k ind  of c ritique  of h e r  own w riting  position , 
a  position th a t  began  w ith S a r tre 's  challenge to h e r  in  1939, "Well, why 
d o n 't you p u t yo u rse lf personally  in to  what you w rite?" (Age 360) . 20 
She seems to be  question ing  h ere  th e  tho roughness w ith w hich a u th o rsh ip  
solves women's problem s when th e ir  lives as a whole a re  considered . 
T h rough  h e r  d iscon ten t w ith th e  B ron tes ' novels she  re g is te rs  h e r  sense  
a s  a n  a u th o r  in  1947 th a t women's re la tionsh ips to  th e  act and  p roduction  
of successfu l w riting  had  been  handicapped b y  th e ir  h isto rica l 
sub jugation  in  th e ir  re la tionsh ips w ith men. Men, de B eauvoir re f le c ts , 
have had  all th e  m aterial, physica l, and  ideational freedom  to  become 
a u th o rs ; th u s  au th o rsh ip  fo r  h e r  re p re se n ts  a  v irile  hum an life p ro jec t fo r 
w hich men a re  "natu ra lly"  only because  socially groom ed. A t th e  time she 
was w riting  T he Second S ex , th e n , de B eauvoir would not have denied th e  
claim made b y  p roponen ts of e c r itu re  feminine th a t h e rs  was b o th  a 
hum anist and  an  accom odationist au tho ria l p o sitio n . She im plicitly 
recognizes in  th e  "L iberation" section  th a t she  was one woman w riting  
among many men; one woman who was s tru g g lin g  to  perceive  th e  
d iffe rences of h e r  w riting  position w ithout compromising th e  a u th o r ity  she
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had b eg u n  to shore  up  in  th e  h e te ro sexual, if male-dpminated P aris 
in te llectual community.
W andering and  re s t le s s , th e  voice of the  "L iberation" section  
reveals  conflicts and  opens questions which n e ith e r  de B eauvoir n o r any  
liv ing  woman a u th o r could answ er. The betw eenness of h e r  own h idden 
sub ject position—g en d ered  ye t res ilien tly  hum anist—in tu rn  c rea ted  a 
sim ilarly am biguous position  on female se lf-au tho riza tion  th ro u g h  
au th o rsh ip . C u ltiva ting  am biguity can b e , as Flax po in ts o u t, a s tre n g th  
in  fem inist th e o ry , exposing  as it does "ou r needs fo r  im posing o rd e r  and  
s tru c tu re  no m atter how a rb itra ry  and  opp ressive  these  needs may be" 
(643). But de B eauvo ir's  ambivalence had not y e t come in to  th e  se rv ice  of 
feminism—th e  w riting  of th e  essay  and  not th e  e ssay  itse lf  b ro u g h t h e r  to 
a fem inist identification  (Dayan 67-68). At i ts  most am bivalent, de 
B eauvo ir's  voice in  The Second Sex w arily  positions itse lf  betw een th e  
1947 categories of fem inist and  an tifem in ist, g iv ing  h e r  th e  freedom  to 
a s s e r t  b o th  th e  pow er and  th e  in n e r confusion experienced  b y  the  
au th o rin g  woman.
O r b y  th is  a u th o rin g  woman? T he division betw een h e r  and  o th e r 
women hav in g  grown so in d is tin c t, it is  im possible to  se t th e  book down 
w ithout a sense  th a t even th e  gen re  of th is  essay  grow s am biguous a s  it 
p ro g re s se s . Midway betw een au tob iog raphy  and  theore tical e ssa y , The 
Second Sex co n stitu tes  de B eauvoir's f i r s t  se lf-sea rch in g  a ttem pt to 
problem atize h e r  p ro fession  a t  th e  same time th a t  she holds i t  ou t to o th e r 
women a s  an  au th o riz in g  lifesty le  (o r p ro jec t) essen tia lly  abou t choosing. 
O r abou t indecision? She beg ins to dem onstrate—desp ite  h e r 
ex is ten tia lis t fram e—th a t indecision and w ayw ardness caused b y
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relationships with o th ers  may modify the  masculine paradigm  of th e  se lf- 
a sse r tin g  sub ject in  the  case of a sp irin g  women w r ite r s . I t will take 
sub seq u en t au thobiographies, beginning with Memoirs d 'une  Fille Rangee 
and  culm inating in La Force des C hoses, fo r de Beauvoir to explore th is  
essen tia l if not essentializ ing  d ifference. But the  sub ject will no longer 
be h idden; she will be in search  of h e rse lf.
II A n /o th er Idea of A uthorship in  Memoirs of a Dutiful D aughter
The title  of th is section ex tends the  ambivalence inform ing Simone 
de B eauvoir's advocacy of h e r  profession  in The Second Sex to the  ideas 
about au tho rsh ip  tha t h e r  memoirs develop . De Beauvoir composed 
Memoirs d 'une  Fille Rangee (Memoirs of a Dutiful D augh ter) in  e igh teen  
months and  published  it in  O ctober of 1958, twelve y ea rs  a f te r  she  began 
h e r  essay  on Woman. And ye t it seems in many ways an  elaboration of the  
quandaries which th a t essay  "concludes" with in  th e  "Liberation" section . 
Did de Beauvoir come to be o ther than  bourgeois women th ro u g h  
commitment to in tellectual labor? Did h e r commitment to in te llectual labo r, 
and  specifically to the  idea of (h e r own) a u th o rsh ip , grow out of h e r  
gendered  class position? Can the  answ ers to these  questions be 
affirm ative? And how does h e r c u rre n t (1956) view of th e  au th o rin g  life 
resonate  w ith , c o rre c t, o r otherw ise d ep art from h e r  early  visions of 
h e rse lf  a s a du tifu l d au g h te r bound fo r o th e r and  b e tte r  th ings?
Criticism of Memoirs curiously  divides itse lf  into two ca teg o ries : 
th a t which elaborates the  young Simone's (as opposed to th e  a u th o r de 
B eauvoir's) "emancipation" from h e r c lass, and  th a t which e laborates h e r 
rela tionsh ips to m other, fa th e r , s is te r  Helene, and  childhood frien d
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E lizabeth  (Zaza) M abille.21 In  th e  f i r s t  c a se , de  B eau v o ir 's  lib e ra tio n  is  
o ften  too qu ick ly  and  too vaguely  (re )a ff irm e d . T he ro le  o f a u th o rs h ip , 
an d  th e  specific  k in d  of freedom  th e  idea  of th is  p ro fess io n  s u g g e s ts  to 
Simone a re  g en era lly  ig n o re d .22 In  th e  second  ca se , while de  B eau v o ir 's  
con tex tua liza tion  of h e r  g row th  th ro u g h  re la tio n sh ip s  is  c e r ta in ly  a  
hallm ark  of th e  n a r ra t iv e , in  an d  of them selves th e se  re la tio n sh ip s  do n o t 
accoun t fo r de B eau v o ir 's  form ulations o f h e r  ad o lescen t conflic ts and  
a sp ira tio n s . O ccasionally , a  c ritic  will connec t th e  am bigu ity  s u r ro u n d in g  
Memoirs' re p re se n ta tio n  of th e  a u th o r 's  b re a k  from  b o u rg eo is  P a ris ian  
so c ie ty  to  h e r  re la tio n sh ip s  w ith o th e r s , w ith  th e  re s u l t  th a t  th a t 
em ancipation is called  in to  q u estio n  from  a  g e n d e re d , re la tio n a l v iew point 
(see  P o r tu g u e s ) . While a n  ex cep tio n  to th e  ru le ,  th is  k in d  of a p p ra isa l 
y e t d raw s b ack  from  th e  sign ificance  of th e  fa c t th a t  de  B eauvo ir a t  f i f ty  
u n d e rto o k  a  re tro sp e c tiv e  in q u iry  of th e  p ro c e ss  an d  p ro je c t b y  w hich sh e  
came to  b e  a u th o riz e d . Ju d g in g  from  th e  c ritic ism , one m ight well 
b e liev e , d e sp ite  de B eau v o ir 's  em phasis on a c c u ltu ra tio n  in  T he Second 
S e x , th a t  h e r  y o u th fu l a ttra c tio n  to  th e  "vocation '' o f l i te ra ry  life was 
n a tu ra l ,  o r  a t  le a s t a  c u ltu ra lly  n e u tra l  so lu tion  to h e r  q u ite  g e n d e red  
problem s of autonom y w ith in  h e r  fam ily. Not only does th is  im pression  
c rip p le  th e  n a r ra t iv e 's  log ic , b u t  i t  also m utes i ts  au th o b io g rap h ica l 
d im ension. A t f i f ty ,  de B eauvoir p re p a re d  no t ju s t  to  expose  th e  
sim ultaneous b e g in n in g s  of h e r  a u th o rin g  an d  au to b io g rap h ica l im pulses 
b u t  a lso  to  p u t  them  in to  q u estio n  as w ays of liv in g  sh e  lea rn ed  from  h e r  
c u ltu re .
In  th e  la s t  se c tio n , I d isc u sse d  how th e  n a r r a to r  of T he  Second Sex 
su b tly  prom oted  a u th o rsh ip  a s  b o th  th e  m eans an d  th e  end  to
independence  fo r  women; b u t obstacles to  women's s e lf -a sse r tio n  
challenged  th is  so lu tion , fo r  se lf-a sse rtio n  seem s a p re re q u is i te  th e re  to 
th e  l i te ra ry  o r in te llec tual p ro fessio n . In  Memoirs de B eauvoir b eg in s  to 
in v es tig a te  th e  am biguities of h e r  own se lf -a sse r tio n , o f h e r  own p a th  to  
th e  life o f a  p u b lish in g  in te llec tual woman, from an  openly  su b je c t-  
o rien ted  view point. As a u th o r , n a r r a to r ,  and  p ro tag o n is t o f th is  
n a r ra t iv e , sh e  tra c e s  roo ts fo r th ese  am biguities in  re la tio n sh ip s  an d  
p a tte rn s  of th in k in g  and  feeling  p ecu lia r to h e r  ex p erien ce . In  add ition , 
th e  k in d  of em ancipation th a t  m otivates h e r  asp ira tio n s  to a u th o rsh ip  
b e g in s  to  be  th e  su b jec t of in tro sp ec tio n  which de B eauvoir sh ied  away 
from  tw elve y e a rs  e a r lie r . P e rh ap s O kley is r ig h t  to con tend  th a t th is  
se lf-im plication  re n d e rs  Memoirs less  open to "blame" th a n  The Second Sex 
(25 ); b u t  i t  is no t th e re fo re  in su la ted  from  analy sis  o f th e  rh e to rica l 
dim ension th a t  inform s its  in s tru c tio n a l value to  o th e r s . As Keefe po in ts  
o u t ,  de  B eauvoir develops th is ,  h e r  most un ified  a u to b io g rap h y , a ro u n d  a 
"common" (an d  th e re fo re  no t so  p ecu lia r) p a tte rn  of developm ent th a t  
m ight be  recogn ized  as a p a th  open to  o th e r  g ir ls  of like  b ack g ro u n d  (31).
Such rea d e r-re co g n itio n  m ight seem th w arted  b y  de B eauvo ir 's  
em phasis on Simone's so litude an d  iso lation—from o th e r  g ir ls ,  from  h e r  
fam ily, from  " th e  w orld ."  While i t  is no t a ccu ra te  to sa y  th a t  de B eauvoir 
em plots—as S a rtre  an d  W right do—th is  n a rra tiv e  of h e rs e lf  a s  a  g irl 
a ro u n d  a  cen tra l conflict, she  does desig n  an  im portan t sh if t  in  Sim one's 
developm ent and  se lf-p e rcep tio n : from b e in g  in te g ra te d  in  h e r  fam ily to  
fee lin g  iso la ted  from  them . Book Two in  p a r tic u la r  d e sc rib e s  th is  
psychological d is tan c in g , in  w hich so litude becomes fo r  Simone a  form  of 
d e fen siv e  se lf-p ro tec tio n  a g a in st h e r  m other's in tru s iv e  in te re s t  an d  h e r
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f a th e r 's  b e tra y in g  critic ism . One k ey  place in  th e  te x t  w here  so litude  is
dram atically  them atized occu rs sh o rtly  a f te r  Simone has ren o u n ced  fa ith  in
God. As C o ttre ll h as rem ark ed , th is  loss of fa ith  in  a d iv ine fa th e r  is
p red ic a ted  on th e  loss of fa ith  in  h e r  own fa th e r ,  whom Zaza h as  helped
h e r  see as lack ing  infallib le  ju d g m en t. 23 T he consequence of th is  d iv ine
d e fau lt is  Sim one's sen se  of ex is ten tia l so litude: "in  th e  name of th e
absence  of God, I re s u r re c te d  th e  ideal of w ithdraw al from  th e  w orld"
(231). De B eauvoir d esc rib es  th e  e ffec t of th is  w ithdraw al w ith  some
o v erlay ing  of h e r  ad u lt ph ilosophy:
S uddenly  e v e ry th in g  fell s ile n t. And w hat a silence! T he e a r th  
was ro lling  th ro u g h  space th a t was u n se en  b y  an y  e y e , an d  lost on 
i ts  immense su rfa c e , th e re  I stood  alone, in  th e  m idst of s ig h tle ss  
reg ions of th e  a ir .  Alone: fo r  th e  f i r s t  time I u n d e rs to o d  th e  
te r r ib le  sign ificance of th a t  w ord . Alone: w ithout a  w itn ess , 
w ithout anyone to  speak  to , w ithout re fu g e  (138).
T he b a th e tic  rep e titio n  of th e  w ord "alone" su g g e s ts  an  e x ag g e ra ted
d e p th  of fee ling  an d  p e rh a p s  d e s ire . The v e ry  idea th a t  Simone needs
"re fu g e"  ind ica tes a  v u ln e rab ility  th a t  to h e r  passio n a te ly  s tro n g  n a tu re
m ust have  b een  u n su p p o rta b le ; fee ling  "alone" nu llifies th is  w eakness b y
b ra c k e tin g  th e  re la tio n sh ip s  w hich a re  tro u b lin g  h e r .  By cu ltiv a tin g  a
se n se  of h e r  in te rn a l iso lation , w hich de B eauvoir re p e a te d ly  r e tu r n s  to  in
books two, th re e , and  fo u r , Simone defends h e rse lf  from  th e  in se c u rity
th a t  b e in g  w ith  o th e rs  c a u se s . T he n a r ra to r  e x p la in s ,
So my re la tio n sh ip s  w ith my family had  become much less  simple 
th an  fo rm erly . My s is te r  no longer idolized me u n re s e rv e d ly , my 
fa th e r  th o u g h t I was u g ly  an d  h a rb o u re d  a  g rievance  a g a in s t me 
because  of i t , an d  my m other was susp ic ious of th e  o b sc u re  change 
she  se n se d  in  me. If  th e y  had  been  able to  re a d  my th o u g h ts , my 
p a re n ts  would have condem ned me; in s tea d  of p ro te c tin g  me as once 
i t  d id , th e ir  gaze held  all k in d s  of d a n g e rs  fo r  me. T hey  
them selves had  come down from  th e ir  em pyrean; b u t I d id  no t tak e  
ad v an tag e  of th is  b y  challeng ing  th e ir  judgm ent. On th e  c o n tra ry ,
I fe lt doubly  in se c u re ; I no longer occupied a  p riv ileg ed  p lac e , and
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my p e rfec tion  had  been  im paired; I was u n certa in  of m yself, and  
vu ln erab le . All th is  was to modify my re la tionsh ips w ith  o th e rs  
(111).
In  th is  w ay, de Beauvoir revea ls  how the  so litude  in  question  is a 
false  one, not unlike S a r tre ’s "orphanhood” : Simone is ,  a f te r  a ll, 
su rro u n d e d  b y  o th e rs , re la tionsh ips w ith whom have become tro u b le d . 
C atherine  P o rtu g u es employs psychoanaly tic  th eo ry  to a rg u e  th a t  the  
isolation de Beauvoir weaves around  Simone is underm ined b y  th e  
am biguity  of h e r  separa tion  from h e r fam ily .24 A lthough th e  su b s tan ce  
of th ese  re la tionsh ips lies beyond the  scope of th is  a n a ly s is , i t  is u sefu l to 
take  P o rtu g u e s1 cue th a t the  theme of solitude in te rse c ts  w ith th a t  of de 
B eauvo ir's  thw arted  indiv iduation  as a  du tifu l bourgeois d a u g h te r . If h e r  
so litude is assum ed, i t  is  not an  im posture , as S a r tre  d esc rib ed  h is own in  
T he W ords. I t  is  a  p o s tu re  o r stance  calcu lated—a t least to s ta r t  w ith—to 
re lease  h e r  from h e r  sense  of im prisonm ent, e x p re ssed  in  th e  a b u n d an t 
m etaphors of p riso n s and  cages in  th e  n a rra tiv e  ( e . g . 's ,  169, 175, 227, 
229, 268).
Since de  B eauvoir's voice on th is  p o s tu re  of isolation is  a s  im portant
a s  th e  p o s tu re 's  rep re se n ta tio n , I should  observe  h e re  th e  iro n y  which
colors th e  developm ent of th is  them e.25 De B eauvoir’s iro n y  is not
d isd a in fu l, fo r  th e  a u th o r shows h e rse lf everyw here  sym pathetic  to th e
child sh e  w as. In  th e  passage  of La Force des Choses w here de B eauvoir
d iscu sses th e  w riting  of Memoirs, she describe  h e r  w ritin g  m otives:
The little  g irl fo r whom th e  fu tu re  has become my p a s t no longer 
e x is ts . I w ant to believe, sometimes, th a t I c a rry  h e r  a ro u n d  in 
me, th a t  i t  would be possible to te a r  h e r  from my memory, u n ru ffle  
h e r  c reased  la sh es , and  make h e r  s i t ,  in ta c t, a t my s id e . T h a t 's  
fa ls e . She has d isappeared  w ithout even  a sk in n y  ske le ton  to 
commemorate h e r d e p a r tu re . How to pu ll h e r  ou t of no th ingness?
(I I , 129; de B eauvoir's ita lic s) .
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De B eauvoir of 1963 goes on to qualify  th a t " th is  re su rrec tio n "  was "a
crea tio n , because  she  appealed as much to my im agination and reflection
as to my memory" ( I I , 129). T he re su lts  of th is  c reative  rem em brance a re
de B eauvoir's inimitable sea rch  fo r "real" details which m itigate n a rra tiv e
u n ity , as well as h e r  ironic d istanc ing  of h e rse lf from Simone. Her ample
and  ironic commentary on th is  child she w as-n o t-rea lly  receives
ju stifica tion  from th is  c re a to r 's  account. As a  rep re se n ta tio n , Simone
embodies ways of th in k in g  th a t de B eauvoir h e rse lf has u sed  to  reach  h e r
au th o ria l s ta tu s  b u t which she has moved beyond p rec ise ly  in  o rd e r  to  r e -
see them and  communicate them to o th e r s . A fte r the  po in t in  Memoirs
when Simone beg in s h e r p riv a te  d ia ry , w here self-d ialogue su p p lan ts  th e
communication w ith o th e rs  th a t  she so much desires  (141) , p ieces of it
a p p ea r in  th e  n a r ra t iv e .26 T hese juvenilia p rov ide  th e  n a r ra to r  w ith
some evidence fo r  commenting on h e r  form er voice. For exam ple:
'I am alone. One is  always alone. I shall always be a lo n e .' I find  
th is  leitmotif ru n n in g  r ig h t th ro u g h  my d ia ry . B ut I had  n ev er 
rea lly  believed i t .  I sometimes u sed  to tell m yself p ro u d ly : ' I  am 
no t a s  o th e rs  a r e . ' But I seemed to see in  my d ifference  th e  p roof 
of a  n a tu ra l su p e rio rity  which would one day be  acknow ledged b y  
ev ery b o d y . I was no reb e l; I w anted to be someone, to do 
som ething, to  go on p ro g re s s in g , e v e r  onw ards an d  u p w ard s , as I 
had  been  doing since I was a little  ch ild ; th e re fo re  I had  to g e t out 
of th e  ev ery d ay  r u t  I was in : b u t I believed it  would be possib le  to 
r ise  above bourgeois m ediocrity w ithout s tep p in g  out of my own 
class (188).
Not only does irony  tow ards th e  d ia ry  w rite r  su rface  in  th is  p a ssa g e , b u t 
also a need to qualify  th e  d ia r is t 's  vision of th e  value of th is  isolation. 
Iso la tion , th e  solution to Simone's familial problem s, has in  tu r n  become a 
sou rce  of se lf-agg rand izem en t. De B eauvoir su b v e rts  Simone's idea of 
h e r  d ifference  from h e r  bourgeois fr ien d s  and  family b y  accen tin g  th e  
innocence of h e r  eq u a tin g  th e  d esire  to be  o th e r  than' bou rgeo is w ith
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being  o th er th an  bourgeois. De Beauvoir makes th is  same poin t elsew here 
in  th e  n a rra tiv e : 11 To tell the  t r u th ,  h e r  orig inality  was v e ry  limited; 
fundam entally, Zaza, like myself, reflected  h e r  environm ent" (116). And 
h e r c ritique  of th e  Cult of D isquiet members—novelists and  th e ir  followers 
like h e r cousin Jacques—is sim ilarly disillusioned: "In  my view, Jacques 
was free in g  himself from his class because h e , too, was su ffe rin g  from a 
deep d isqu ie t; what I did not realize was th a t th is  deep d isqu iet was th e  
means which th a t bourgeois generation  was employing in  o rd e r to e ffect its  
own cure" (218). De B eauvoir's ironic perspec tive  p rov ides h e r  w ith the  
d istance to show how Simone's assum ed isolation se rves ultim ately more to 
align h e r  with th an  to alienate h e r  from her bourgeois c la ss . In  iso lating  
he rse lf Simone is more like o th e rs .
However, the  theme of solitude as de Beauvoir p lays i t  out in  
Simone's development cannot be stud ied  simply from the p e rsp ec tiv e  of 
c la ss . The fact of Simone's sex  con tribu tes largely  to th e  in itial 
a ttrac tio n s  and la te r  liabilities of solitude fo r h e r ;  it  m ust th en  a lte r  th e  
way th a t th e  p o stu re  of solitude is  understood  as a  s tepp ing  stone in  
Simone's au thorization . Book One of the  n a rra tiv e  re p re se n ts  Simone as 
having  become "the  docile reflection of [her] p a re n ts ' will" a f te r  p a ss in g  a 
tu rb u le n t childhood (31). She assum es the role of complacent d a u g h te r  in 
a bourgeois home, whose family p rovides h e r  with su p p o rt and  
encouragem ent in  re tu rn  fo r h e r  conformity and  devotion. Each member 
of h e r  family rew ards h e r  w ith approbation fo r h e r  intelligence and  
academic successes: fo r example, h e r fa th e r quips th a t she  has a  m an's 
in te lligence, while h e r s is te r , Helene, "endowed [h er] w ith au th o rity "  by  
obeying h e r  as teach e r, leader, and  mentor (121, 45).
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H ow ever, th is  a p p ro b a tio n —o r  au th o riza tio n —in  tu r n  e s ta b lish e s
Sim one's dependence  on h e r  fam ily m em bers, in  m uch th e  same w ay a s
S a r t r e 's  Poulou d epends on h is  fam ily 's d e lig h t in  him, b u t  w ith  an
im p o rtan t d iffe ren c e . The lig a tu re s  of Sim one's dep en d en ce  a re  bou n d  up
in  a  complex se t of con flic ting  ex p ec ta tio n s co n ce rn in g  h e r  fu tu re  in  th e
w orld  as a fem ale. De B eauvoir a s s e r ts  th a t  sh e  alw ays conceived of h e r
d e s tin y  as a  woman; "I n e v e r  d ream t th a t  my fa te  m ight be  d iffe re n t from
w hat i t  w as. Above a ll , I fe lt no d isappo in tm en t a t  b e in g  a  g irl"  (55) .
B u t Simone is n e v e rth e le ss  c le a r on th e  social h ie ra rc h ie s  inform ing h e r
c u ltu re 's  g e n d e r ro le s . E xpec ta tions co n ce rn in g  h e r  fu tu re  a re
p re d ic a te d  on h e r  b e in g  fem ale, b u t w ere modified b y  h e r  fa th e r 's
financ ia l ru in  (w hich d ep riv ed  h e r  o f a  dow ry an d  so of th e  p ro sp e c t of
m arriage) an d  also b y  h e r  in te lle c tu a l in c lin a tio n s . Am bivalence tow ards
m arriage  ru n s  th ro u g h o u t de  B eau v o ir 's  in ca rn a tio n  of Simone, in  la rg e
p a r t  owing to th e  av e rs io n  to  m a te rn ity , th e  handm aiden o f m arriag e , th a t
de B eauvo ir in s tills  in  Simone a t  an  e a r ly  a g e .27 In  c o n tra s t ,  no su c h
am bivalence a tta c h es  to  h e r  in te lle c tu a l a sp ira tio n s ; de B eauvoir p o r tra y s
th e  foundations of th is  goal in  complex w a y s , b u t  th e  ab so lu te  va lue of th e
p u r s u i t  is  n e v e r  d o u b te d . I shou ld  s t r e s s  th a t  sh e  g ro u n d s  th is  sen se  of
d e s tin y  a s  much in  Sim one's re la tio n sh ip s  w ith h e r  fam ily—p r io r  to  h e r
rom ance w ith so litu d e—as in  Sim one's manic an d  su c ce ss fu l co n q u est of
know ledge in  h e r  p a roch ia l educa tion :
In  my own case , too , my f a th e r 's  ind iv idualism  and  p a g a n  e th ica l 
s ta n d a rd s  w ere  in  complete c o n tra s t  to  th e  r ig id ly  m oral 
conventionalism  of my m o ther's  te a ch in g . T h is  im balance, w hich 
made my life a  k in d  of e n d le ss  d isp u ta tio n , is th e  main reaso n  w hy I 
became an  in te llec tu a l (41 ).
A quo te  more rev e a lin g  of i ts  a u th o r  th a n  of th e  g ir l  sh e  w a s , i t  a cc en ts
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th e  se lf-d iv is ion , th e  "d isp u ta tio n ,"  th a t fueled and  continues to fuel h e r  
in te llec tual p ro jec t. B ut Simone's ultim ate res is tan ce  to and  m is tru s t of 
th e  devotion demanded of h e r  as a  d a u g h te r—h e r in te llectual w ork—does 
no t free  h e r  o r h e r  a u th o r 's  sense  of vocation from its  basis  in  th a t 
devotion . Im portan tly , de Beauvoir fo reg rounds in  th is  ea rly  p a r t  of th e  
n a rra tiv e  th e  deriva tive  n a tu re  of h e r  au th o riza tio n .
When added  to  th is  gendered  sense  of vocation, th e  them e of 
so litude explained above takes on p a rticu la r  significance in  th e  Memoirs' 
au thobiographical dim ension. De B eauvoir entw ines Simone's cu ltiva ted  
so litude w ith Simone's re la tionsh ip  to books; a  p ic tu re  of enab ling  if  
e rroneous illusions w ith re sp ec t to the  idea of a u th o rsh ip , tak es  shape  in  
th is  them atic b le n d . From an  early  a g e , Simone in te re s te d  h e rse lf  in  
books and th e  acquisition  of know ledge. In  th is  account of h e r  y o u th , de 
B eauvoir is carefu l to in s is t from the  s ta r t  on th e  a ttra c tio n s  th a t read in g  
held  fo r  h e r , and  th e  ways in  which th is  "g rea t passion  of [h e r]  life" 
he lped  shape h e r  consciousness and  h e r  a sp ira tio n s (70). While she  
disclaim s th a t books re p re se n t "reality" to Simone, she shows how th e  g irl 
depends on them  fo r  models of w hat could be imagined and  w ritten  (51—
52). E ventually  books come to shape how she is ab le to imagine h e rse lf , 
th e  se lf she  will be  in  th e  fu tu re : "I was liv ing  th ro u g h  th e  f i r s t  c h ap te r  
of a  novel in  which I was th e  h e ro in e ,"  a n d , "My life would be a beau tifu l 
s to ry  come t r u e ,  a  s to ry  I would make up  as I w ent along " (90, 169). In  
g en e ra l, de B eauvoir like S a rtre  is estab lish ing  how she  is an  in h e rito r  of 
w hat Nancy A rm strong  calls "novelistic cu ltu re"  ( 6 ) .28 B ut de B eauvoir 
e x p re sse s  none of S a r tre 's  be la ted  d is tru s t  in  h e r  ea rly  lea rned  " re sp e c t 
fo r p r in t"  (11) . Her love of read in g  and  h e r  you th fu l decision to  devote
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h erse lf to books—"to w rite them o r sell them "—se ts  h e r  a p a r t  from 
o th e rs , literally  in  the  so lita ry  ac t of read in g , b u t figu ra tive ly  as well in  
novels' amplification of h e r  view of h e rse lf as an  ind iv idual, a c h a rac te r 
with a p a rticu la r  destiny  (53). In  an environm ent which rew arded 
conform ity am ongst g ir ls , th is  lite ra ry  validation of h e r  p a rticu la rity  was 
bound to sp a rk  g ra titu d e , even if, again , th e  re su lta n t isolation was 
im agined.
Im portan tly , books were and  seemingly rem ain a point of connection
betw een de Beauvoir and  h e r fa th e r . In  an im portant passage  nearly
following th e  descrip tion  of Simone's cosmic loneliness, de Beauvoir’s
fa th e r  f ig u res  prom inently in h e r  elaboration of h e r  asp ira tion  a t fifteen ,
'"To be a famous au th o r '"  (141):
The main reason fo r th is  [ce rta in ty  about my fu tu re  profession] was 
th e  adm iration I fe lt fo r w rite rs : my fa th e r  ra te d  them fa r  h ig h e r 
th an  scho lars, ph ilosophers, and p ro fesso rs . I , too, was 
convinced of th e ir  suprem acy; even if his name was well-known, a 
specia list's  monograph would be accessible to only a  small num ber of 
peop le ; b u t everyone read  nove ls; th ey  touched th e  imagination and  
th e  h e a rt; th ey  b ro u g h t th e ir  au th o rs  un iversa l and  intim ate fame. 
As a  woman, th ese  dizzy summits seemed to me much more accessible 
th a n  the  lowlier slopes; the  most celebra ted  women had 
d istingu ished  them selves in  lite ra tu re  (141).
Here de Beauvoir estab lishes a causal rela tionsh ip  betw een h e r  vocation
and h e r  filial love, jux taposing  h e r  adm iration fo r w rite rs  against h e r
fa th e r 's  valuation of them . In  th is  lig h t, to be a w rite r  is to be the
ultim ate d au g h te r cum hero ine, suprem e in  h e r  fa th e r 's  eyes an d , by
force of reflection , in  h e r own. The fac t th a t Simone had  a lready  come to
question  h e r  fa th e r’s suprem acy is more th an  an  iro n y ; i t  su g g es ts  de
B eauvoir's tac it sense of the  tenacity  of p a tria rch a l values even in  women
who have begun  to question them . T his passage also explains how the
h is to ry  of W estern cu ltu re  as she knows it su p p o rts  Simone's au thorial
196
dream ; w hereas h e r  intellectual p u rsu its  could touch only th e  few—and
those few would not include h e r fa th e r , who held in te llectuals in
contem pt—h e r fictional works would place h e r  in  th e  company of those
women whose fame she respected  as much as th e ir  w orks: George Eliot and
Louisa May A lcott, fo r example. Not coincidentally, th ree  p a rag rap h s
earlie r de Beauvoir details a t leng th  Simone's identification w ith Eliot
th ro u g h  h e r  ch arac te r Maggie Tulliver:
Maggie T u lliver, like myself, was to rn  betw een o thers and  h e rse lf:
I recognized myself in  h e r. . . . The o thers condemned h e r  
because she  was superio r to them; I resem bled h e r , and 
henceforw ard I saw my isolation not as a proof of infamy b u t as a 
sign  of my un iqueness. I couldn 't see myself dy ing  of so litude . 
T hrough  the  heroine, I identified  myself w ith the  a u th o r: one day 
o th er adolescents would bathe with th e ir tea rs  a novel in which I 
would tell my own sad  s to ry  (140).
With the  exception of the last clause, th is  citation dem onstrates an  e a rn es t 
identification th a t de Beauvoir will repeat in o th er au thob iograph ies, 
while leaving out the  emphasis on solitude: namely, the  id en tity  she 
wished to sh a re  w ith the novelist as h e ro in e .29 This identification 
sidesteps th e  dem arcation betw een au tho r and ch a rac te r , se lf and  o th e r , 
and  places th e  poin t of in te re s t a t the  in te rsec tion  w here a u th o r becomes a  
ch arac te r in  a  cu ltu ra l drama entailing—b u t not cen tered  on—h e r own 
life . A lthough a t  the  age of fifteen she had not y e t begun  to w rite  about 
h e r  experiences, Simone had  a tta ined  the  idea th a t those experiences 
could be au thorized  (publicly valorized) th rough  h e r  own au tho r-iza tion  
(in carn a tin g  h e r  idea of a  woman a u th o r ) . S ituating  Simone in  a  well- 
tilled familial and  cu ltu ra l te r ra in , de Beauvoir smiles a t  h e r  you th fu l r e ­
incarnation  in  these  two p assag es . Most in tensively  h e re , de B eauvoir's 
au thobiographical rep resen ta tion  of Simone exp la ins, m irro rs , and  even
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g e n tly  c r it iq u e s  h e r  p re s e n tly  ac tiv e  s ta tu s  as th e  woman a u th o r  sh e  
d e s ire d  to  becom e.
B efore conclud ing  th is  sec tion  I shou ld  s ta te  th a t  th e  a u th o r  of 
Memoirs does n o t, how ever, c ritiq u e  th e  g e n d e r id en tifica tio n s  u n d e rly in g  
h e r  ex p lan a tio n  of Sim one's vocation . She exp la in s Sim one's id en tifica tio n  
w ith h e r  f a th e r 's  indiv idualism  an d  h e r  re jec tio n  of h e r  m o th e r 's  moral 
dogm atism  a s  if  th e y  w ere norm ative g e n d e r  a llian c es . In  do do ing  sh e  
allows th e  im plications of g e n d e r  to  p ig g y b ack  on th e  ideo logy  of 
a u th o rsh ip  sh e  s e ts  in  th e  fo re g ro u n d . I would like to c la rify  h e re  some 
of th e  g e n d e r  im p lica tions. Memoirs exp la in s how Sim one's choice of 
a u th o rsh ip  comes a t th e  ex p en se  of h e r  m other: sh e  p a y s  fo r  b o th  h e r  
id en tifica tio n  w ith  h e r  fa th e r  and  h e r  iden tifica tion  w ith  h e r  fav o rite  
women a u th o rs  w ith  h e r  m o ther. In  La Force de l'A ge de  B eauvo ir will 
show how Simone sim ilarly  a r r iv e s  a t  au th o ria l p ro d u c tio n  only  th ro u g h  
d isp e n s in g  ( d 6 p e n se r) w ith  m otherhood; I will develop th is  p o in t in  th e  
n e x t sec tio n . H ere I w ant to  s t r e s s  th a t  th e  f ig u re  of de B eau v o ir 's  
m other g ra d u a lly  rec ed e s  in  th e  n a rra t iv e  of Memoirs a s  Simone p ick s  h e r  
way tow ards a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of how sh e  may a u th o rize  h e r s e l f . H er 
decision  to  b e  a  fam ous o th e r  is  f i r s t  conditioned  b y  h e r  re fu sa l to  id e n tify  
w ith  h e r  m other; second  b y  h e r  in ten tio n  to  p lease  an d  id e n tify  w ith  h e r  
f a th e r ;  an d  only th ird  b y  h e r  p ro jec ted  id en tifica tio n , n o t w ith  a u th o rs ' 
h e ro in e s , b u t  w ith  h e ro in e s ' a u th o rs . T h is  la s t  id en tifica tio n  c u rio u s ly  
r e tu r n s  Simone to  a  form  of iden tifica tion  w ith  h e r  m other—a n e g a tiv e  
one . Eliot a n d  A lcott appea l to  th e  g ir l  a n d  to h e r  c re a to r  a s  women who 
d o ub ly  th w a rte d  th e  rep ro d u c tio n  of m otherhood, f i r s t  in  th e ir  p ro d u c tio n  
of books in s te a d  of b a b ie s , an d  second in  th e ir  in v en ted  h e ro in e s ' so li ta ry
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re s is tan c e  to conventional m aternal d es tin ies ; m atern ity  r a th e r  th an  liv ing  
fo r  love is th e  object of Simone's d isda in . ( I t  is  no tab le  th a t  Simone is 
en rag ed  to d iscover in  th e  sequel to  L ittle Women th a t Jo se lls ou t on 
rom antic love and  m arries an  u n a ttra c tiv e  old p ro fe s s o r .)  De B eauvoir 
th u s  beg in s to  a sse ss  a t f if ty  h e r  re la tionsh ip  to h e r  m other w ith a  k in d  of 
negative  am bivalence complem enting th a t w ith w hich sh e  t r e a ts  th e  
m asculine so litude  th a t Simone tr ie s  luck lessly  to c u ltiv a te . De B eauvoir 
affirm s a  sep a ra tio n  from th e  m other who th re a te n e d  to in fluence h e r  too 
m uch, b u t  she  affirm s it  mainly a s  d e s ire —fo r so litu d e , fo r se lf ­
a u th o riza tio n —w hich in  tu rn  fu e ls  Simone's s tra n g e  iden tifica tion  w ith a  
fa th e r  in  whose a u th o r ity  she no longer b e liev e s .
All th a t  Simone has a t th e  en d  of Memoirs is  devotion to  an  id ea  of 
a u th o rsh ip : ''T he  fac t is th a t  I had no t y e t p u t  my hand  to  th e  p lough . 
Love, ac tion , l i te ra ry  w ork: all I did was to ro ll th e se  ideas ro u n d  in  my 
h ead ; I was fig h tin g  in  a n  a b s tra c t  fash ion  a g a in s t a b s tra c t  poss ib ilititie s  
an d  I had  come to  th e  conclusion th a t  re a lity  was of th e  most p itifu l 
insign ificance" (229). T hese a b s tra c tio n s  abou t a u th o rsh ip  in c reas in g ly  
fall u n d e r  s tra in  as th e  filial devotion th a t  u n d e rp in s  them  w an es. Simone 
becomes "a m onster of inciv ility" out of resen tm en t tow ards h e r  p a re n ts , 
who no lo n g er found  h e r  to  th e ir  lik ing  and  d isap p ro v ed  of h e r  unfem inine 
ways (182). "L ite ra tu re  . . . ab so rb ed  [h e r]  e n tire ly , an d  tra n s f ig u re d  
[h e r] life" as she  a ttem p ts to re n d e r  h e rse lf  "im pervious to h e r  
environm ent" (187, 182). Simone se ts  h e rse lf  a p a r t  from fam ily and  
schoolm ates—w ith th e  excep tion  of Zaza—as those  people come to re p ro a ch  
h e r ,  no t ju s t  fo r  h e r  "p re se n t a t t i tu d e ,"  b u t  fo r  " th e  fu tu re  th a t  lay  
ahead  of [h e r]"  as th in k e r /a u th o r  (188).
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A large  portion  of Book T hree  details th e  connection betw een
Simone's p riv a te  iso lation , h e r  in tense  individualism , and  h e r  immersion in
books an d  in  d ia ry -w ritin g . On the  one h an d , th is  connection ap p ea rs
fo rtu ito u s  to de B eauvoir, fo r th ro u g h  h e r  so lita ry  in te llectual endeavors
she  was "renouncing  th e  h ie ra rch ies , th e  v a lu es, and  th e  cerem onies
which d is tin g u ish  th e  e lite ,"  th in g s  p rized  b y  h e r  fa th e r  which de
B eauvoir would continue to denounce th ro u g h o u t h e r  life ( -w r i t in g s ) . On
th e  o th e r h an d , th e  connection receives de B eauvoir's c ritica l ap p ra isa l a s
a  means fo r  falsely  a lienating  Simone from o th e rs  in  a vacuum  of
individualism . P refac ing  h e r glorious in troduction  to th e  world of the
Sorbonne and  S a r tre 's  clique is Simone's d espa iring  sen se  th a t h e r
d istance  from o th ers  has d istanced  h e r  from life:
'I'm  not like o th e r  people; I 'll have to t r y  to accep t t h a t , '  I would 
keep  telling  m yself; b u t I cou ldn 't con ten t m yself. C ut off from 
e v e ry  body , I no longer had  any  link w ith the  w orld; i t  was 
becom ing a spectacle  th a t did not concern  me perso n a lly . One a f te r  
th e  o th e r I had  renounced fame, h ap p in ess , and  th e  w ish to se rv e  
o th e rs ; now I was not even in te re s te d  in  liv ing . . . .  I d id n 't  even  
w ant to w rite  any  more (260, 261).
S e ttin g  h e rse lf  up  as " the  One and  Only" led to  a  so litude th a t no longer
p ro te c te d  b u t only bound  Simone (59). T hough b u sy  w ith th e  excesses of
h e r  no toriously  scheduled  ex is tence , de B eauvoir reca lls  th a t she  was
"ou tside  life ,"  making communication w ith o th e rs—th e  s ta te d  goal of h e r
in ten d ed  au th o rsh ip —impossible (261). Her au th o b io g rap h y 's  them e of
( th e  illusion of) so litude in  th is  way comes fu ll c irc le : once th e  means fo r
c re a tin g  psychological space in  which to su spend  familial p r e s s u re s , th en
th e  b asis  fo r conceiving of a  fu tu re  th a t s itu a te s  h e r  w ith and  a g a in st h e r
bourgeo is w orld , now Simone's assum ption of so litude co n s titu te s  th e
b a r r ie r  betw een h e r  and  any  m eaningful life of w ritin g . I t  w arps h e r
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se lf-hero iz ing  idea of au thorsh ip  into a n a rc iss is tic , self-dam ning p ro jec t. 
And im portan tly , i t  signifies som ething like re g re t ,  though  unex p ressed  
b y  de B eauvoir, fo r the  connection to o th ers  th a t h e r  severed  rap p o rt 
w ith h e r  mother undoes.
Looking a t the  authobiographical dimension of Memoirs from the 
focal poin t of Simone's solitude perm its rea d e rs  to perceive th e  them atic 
configuration  of se lfhood /o therness, gen d er, and  au th o rsh ip  as it  has 
been  transform ed since The Second S ex . Memoirs dram atizes an  idea of 
au th o rsh ip  which de B eauvoir's critical evaluation of h e r  p a s t shows she 
h as outgrow n if not d iscarded . In  composing th is  au tob iog raphy , de 
B eauvoir d ivided the  spo tligh t betw een h e r  you th fu l self and  the  fr ien d , 
Zaza, whose s to ry  rep re se n ts  a failed version  of Simone's. Instead  of 
emancipation th ro u g h  au th o rsh ip , Zaza dies th ro u g h  gendered  conformity 
to  h e r  m other's a u th o rity  and to the  fa te  of a rra n g ed  m arriages, an  end 
which in tu rn  qualifies Simone's emancipation: "We had  fought to g e th e r 
ag a in st th e  revo lting  fa te  th a t had lain ahead of u s ,  and fo r a  long time I 
believed th a t I had paid fo r my own freedom with h e r  death" (360 [last 
line]) . While im portant in  itse lf , Zaza's s to ry  also se rv es  the  
au thobiographical dimension traced  h e re . R e-crea ting  Simone's and  
Zaza's lives to g e th er dem onstrates how de Beauvoir avoids rep lica ting  
Simone's e r ro r  of seeing herse lf in  isolation from o th ers  whom she  loves, 
liv ing  in comparable s itua tions. In  a w ay, Zaza is  th e  sh a red  sp ir i t ,  the  
Alice B. Toklas, of th is  book.
Like th e  d u a l-ch arac te r fo cu s , Book F our's  s tre s s  on Simone's 
b u rgeon ing  romance w ith S a rtre  also complements th e  n a rra tiv e 's  them atic 
rejection  of solitude as th e  n ecessa ry  (p re ) disposition fo r an  au tho ring
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an d  a u th o rize d  se lf . While de B eauvoir has b een  c ritic ized  fo r  h e r  f r a n k  
avow al a n d  a p p re c ia tio n  of S a r t r e ’s  su p e r io r ity  (340), she  a lso  re c o rd s  
h e r  (1956) aw aren ess of h is  y o u th fu l illu sions . A nd sh e  beg in s to  
d if fe re n t ia te , a s  sh e  will a t  le n g th  in  La Force de L’A g e , th e ir  re sp e c tiv e  
id ea s  a b o u t a u th o rs h ip : "I had  th o u g h t I was an  excep tional p e rso n  
b e ca u se  I cou ldn ’t  im agine liv ing  a n d  no t w ritin g : b u t  he  on ly  lived  in  
o rd e r  to  w rite ” (341). T he narc issism  th a t  sh e  h as  ed g ed  o u t in  th e  
developm ent of th e  them e of so litude  im plicitly d isc re d its  S a r t r e 's  view  of 
th e  a u th o r in g  life  w hich eclip ses life beyond  w ritin g , in c lu siv e  of 
re la tio n s h ip s . Memoirs th u s  concludes b y  re le g a tin g  th e  goal of 
a u th o rsh ip  to  a  p lace  of h ono r in  Simone’s life ; b u t  th is  goal will d epend  
on th e  d a u g h te r 's  conscious re in te g ra tio n  w ith in  th e  w orld of o th e rs  a s  
sh e  w orks tow ards a u th o r- iz a tio n .
I l l  T he C om peting Claims of Autonomy a n d  O th e rn e ss  in  La F orce de
l ’Age
La F orce de l ’A ge equals T he Second Sex in  fa c tu a l d e n s ity  an d  
them atic  d e p th .30 C o n seq u en tly , I in itia lly  assum ed I shou ld  r e s t r i c t  my 
a tte n tio n , a s  in  my re a d in g  of th e  e a r lie r  w o rk , to  th e  au th o b io g rap h ica l 
dim ension of th is  te x t  r a th e r  th a n  re f le c t on i t  a s  a  w hole . T his qua lified  
aim w ould s till  g r a n t  La Force de  l ’Age co n sid erab le  a n a ly sis  s in ce  i t  is  th e  
c e n tra l te x t  of de  B eau v o ir 's  a u th o b io g rap h y . T he re p re se n ta tio n  of 
Simone’s  life  b e tw een  1929 an d  1944, La Force de l’A ge p ro v id es  a  
chronolog ical re c o rd  of de B eauvo ir 's  evolu tion  from  a s p ira n t  to  a u th o r ,  
a s  well a s  a  c r it iq u e  of th e  major ideological o b stac le  th a t  r e ta rd e d  th is  
evo lu tion : nam ely, b o u rgeo is  ind iv idualism . While m ost c r it ic s  
acknow ledge an d  sometimes exam ine de  B eau v o ir 's  c ritiq u e  of b o u rgeo is
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individualism  h e re , none s itu a te s  th e  place of th is  c ritiq u e  w ith in  th e  
la rg e r  te x t o r  even  a ttem p ts a  holistic  read in g  of th e  te x t  a t  a l l . Books on 
de  B eauvo ir 's  p u b lish ed  w orks cull "fac ts"  from  La Force de l'A ge to 
su p p o r t theo ries  abou t de B eauvoir o r S a r tre ; th e y  will no t exam ine it  a s  a  
n a r r a t iv e .31 My g u ess is th a t  th e  u n ru ly  n a rra tiv e  form  d a u n ts  c r it ic s ;  
fo r  d esp ite  i ts  conversion  p lo t i t  is d ig ress iv e  and  w ayw ard , no t un like  
R ousseau 's  C onfessions. 32 I u ltim ately realized  th a t 1 needed  to  con fron t 
th e  formal p ecu lia rity  of La Force de l'Age if  I was going  to avoid  u s in g  it 
m erely as a  fac tu a l docum ent.
My p u rp o se  in  th is  section  is  to  dem onstrate  how th e  fo rm lessness of 
th e  te x t  s tre n g th e n s  and  com plicates de B eauvo ir's  c ritic a l re flec tio n s on 
h e r  a p p re n tic esh ip  a s  an  a u th o r . A fte r a  b r ie f  d iscu ssio n  of th e  te x t 's  
im portan t P ro logue, I f i r s t  consider th e  form of de B eauvo ir 's  n a rra tio n  
an d  th e n  re la te  th e  form al dynamic to th e  them atic c o n trib u tio n s  La Force 
de l'A ge makes to de B eauvo ir's  au tob iograph ical c ritiq u e  of (h e r)  
a u th o rsh ip . Among th e  questions I resp o n d  to a re :  Why is th e  
re p re se n ta tio n  of Simone's e a rly  a ttem p ts and  fa ilu res  a t  w ritin g  no t th e  
sole focus of th e  n a rra tiv e ?  Why is  th e re  so much m ore: so many 
anecdo tes th a t have no e n d /p u rp o se  an d  p re p a re  fo r  no end /conclusion?  
How does th e  excess of th e  experiences re p re se n te d  co rre sp o n d  to  th e  
them e w hich au th o rizes de B eauvoir in  th e  ea rly  w ar y e a rs?  What is 
g en d ered  abou t th e  im pedim ents to au th o rsh ip  th a t  Simone ex periences?  
What is  g en d ered  abou t de B eauvo ir's  in sc rip tio n  of th e se  conflic ts tw en ty  
y e a rs  la te r?  And how m ight de B eauvo ir's  language an d  anecdo ta l s ty le  
m itigate  h e r  g e n d e r-n e u tra l critic ism s of individualism  a s  th e  foundation  
of h e r  au th o rsh ip ?
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* * * * * * * *
In  h e r  p ro logue to  th e  te x t ,  de B eauvoir p ro v id es  th re e  d is tin c t 
m otivations fo r  con tinu ing  h e r  life -w ritings a f te r  M emoirs; th e  conflic ts in  
an d  among th e se  m otivations su g g e s t a t th e  o u tse t th e  im portance of 
co n sid erin g  links betw een th e  te x t 's  form an d  them es. T he f i r s t  
m otivation d ire c tly  re la te s  to  th e  te x t 's  form al e n d le ssn e ss . De B eauvoir 
s ta te s  th a t a lth o u g h  she  in ten d ed  to "u n d ertak e  som ething else" a f te r  she  
p u b lish ed  Memoirs, sh e  could no t: " Inv isib le , u n d e rn e a th  th e  la s t line , a  
q u estio n  m ark was draw n from which I could no t tu r n  my th o u g h ts"  (11 ). 
H er m emoirs, i t  seem s, g en e ra te  o th e r  memoirs, in  an  en d less  g en era tio n  
of q u estio n s  and  re sp o n se s : "one beg ins [to  sp eak  of o n e se lf] , one does 
no t f in ish  w ith it"  (11). De B eauvoir su g g e s ts  th a t  th e  inconclu siveness 
o f h e r  la s t memoir co rresp o n d s to th e  (p re se n t)  inconc lu siveness of h e r  
life : "my ex is ten ce  is  no t fin ished" (11 ). And a lth o u g h  she  is  s u re  th a t  a t 
f if ty -o n e  h e r  ex is ten ce  p o ssesses  "a se n se "—m eaning bo th  logic and  
d irec tio n —sh e  does no t y e t know w hat k ind  of sen se  an d  h y p o th esizes 
th a t  in  th e  co u rse  of w ritin g  th is  memoir it  will become c le a r. T h is te x t 's  
d ire c tio n , like h e r  l ife 's , is th u s  open in  h e r  e y es , and  so  is  i ts  telos o r 
e n d : fo r sh e  s ta te s  h e r  ignorance abou t who o r w hat will be  se rv e d  b y  th e  
t r u th  of w hat she  tr ie s  to  e x p re ss  h ere  (13). In  th is  w ay, th e  p ro logue 
well p re p a re s  fo r th e  innovatively  p lo tted  form of La Force de l 'A g e .
De B eauvo ir's  second m otivation fo r w riting  th is  memoir h as  
p rim arily  them atic ram ifications. She rem arks th a t  th e  q u estio n  th a t  
Memoirs fram ed fo r  th is  n ex t volume of memoirs i s ,  "L ib e rty : to  do w hat?" 
(1 1 ). She in te n d ed  to tak e  re fu g e  beh ind  h e r  books, le ttin g  them  
sym bolize and  sp eak  fo r  th e  lib e r ty  she  describ es  w inning  in  M emoirs.
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[B ]u t no , th ey  d o n 't p rov ide  a  resp o n se ; i t  is th ey  who find  
them selves in  question . I had decided to w rite , I have w ritte n , all 
r ig h t:  b u t why? Why these  books, and  no th ing  b u t them , only 
them? Did I want less or more? (11-12)
De B eauvoir m aintains th a t answ ering  these  questions is  a s im portan t fo r
h e r  as fo r  h e r  re a d e rsh ip , who b ad g er (h a rc e le r) w rite rs  w ith questions
all th e  time:
Why do you w rite? How do you p ass  yo u r days? Ju d g in g  from 
anecdotes and  g oss ip , i t  seems th a t a lot of people w ish to 
u n d e rs ta n d  w hat k ind  of life w riting  re p re se n ts . S tu d y in g  a 
p a rtic u la r  case teaches b e tte r  th an  g iv ing  a b s tra c t and  genera l 
an sw ers: th a t 's  what encourages me to examine mine (12).
C uriously , de B eauvoir h e re  beg ins b y  in s is tin g  on h e r  need to answ er
fo r  h e r  books and  ends b y  in s is tin g  on h e r  need to answ er fo r  h e r  life , as
an  a u th o r. In  sum , she in ten d s to re p re se n t the  s itua tion  o r con tex t of
h e r  w riting : "a book only takes its  tru e  sense  if one knows in  w hat
s itu a tio n , from w hat p e rsp ec tiv e  and b y  whom it has been  w ritte n : I would
like to explain  mine in  speak ing  to re a d e rs  p e rso n  to p e rso n  (12). T hus
de B eauvoir p roposes fo r  h e rse lf  a  p ro jec t th a t c u rre n t criticism  would
deem New H isto ric ist in  its  em phasis on th e  em bedding of h e r  te x ts  in  h e r
p a rtic u la r  soc io -cu ltu ra l h is to ry .
A lthough de B eauvoir does not say  i t ,  h e r  u se  of th e  term
"s itu a tio n ,"  a  sh ibboleth  of The Second S ex , invokes the  variab le  g en d er
will p lay  in  th is  con tex tualiz ing  p ro ce ss . From one po in t of view , th is
second m otivation fo r w riting  La Force de l'Age is an  im plicitly fem inist
o n e : i t  is good fem inist p rax is  fo r a  woman to re p re se n t h e r  em beddedness
in  social p ro cesses  she is  also try in g  to c ritique  (F lax 638) . H ow ever,
since de B eauvoir m ostly re p re sse s  h e re  and  th ro u g h o u t th e  te x t  the
g en d ered  dimension of h e r  au tho ria l h is to ry , she  can- only be said  to have
in ad v e rte n tly  p roduced  a  fem inist piece of life -w riting . I shall e laborate
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th is  po in t more fu lly  in  a  la te r  p a r t  of th is  sec tio n : th a t  much of w hat I 
call de B eauvoir's c ritiq u e  of au th o rsh ip  h e re  is  not in ten tionally  h e r s .33 
De B eauvo ir's  sublim ation of the  variable  of gen d er is w hat makes th e  
rapprochem ent of them atic am biguities and  formal ingenu ities  so 
n e ce ssa ry .
The la s t motivation fo r w riting  La Force de l'Age which de B eauvoir 
acknow ledges in  h e r  prologue se rv es  less to control th e  en su in g  te x t th an  
to  p re p a re  fo r  its  formal and  them atic p ecu lia r itie s . I t is  p a r t ly  collapsed 
in to  th e  second m otivation described  above. When she  a s s e r ts  th e  need to 
s itu a te  h e r  p roduction  as an  a u th o r , she specifies th a t th e  explanation  is 
fo r re a d e rs  who r is k  m isunderstand ing  e ith e r  h e r  o r h e r  bo o k s. She 
w ants to inform  them , "person  to p e rso n ,"  abou t h e r  tra je c to ry  tow ards 
a u th o rsh ip , so as to "d issipa te  certa in  m isunderstand ings th a t alw ays 
se p a ra te  a u th o rs  from th e ir  public (12). De B eauvoir ev inces h e re  h e r  
in te re s t  in  be ing  in  re la tionsh ip  w ith h e r  rea d e rs  as well as h e r  need  to 
ta lk  w ith them as if th ey  were e q u a ls .3* However, h e r  ra z in g  of 
d ifferences betw een au th o r and  re a d e rs  con trad ic ts  h e r  m otivation to  see 
fo r h e rse lf  th e  "sense" of h e r  life as an  a u th o r. The tension  th a t th is  
m otivation c re a te s  betw een explain ing  fo r o th e rs  and  sim ply in te rro g a tin g  
oneself is in sc rib ed  th ro u g h o u t th e  n a r ra t iv e .35 B ut if  she  feels 
ab le  only to "se  ra c o n te r ," o r  to " se  d ire" as B eatrice Slama calls i t  (166), 
w hy th en  do Jean -P au l S a r tre 's  life and  th o u g h ts  and  w ritin g s f ig u re  so 
prom inently  th ro u g h o u t th e  tex t?  In  the  pro logue she claims th a t sh e  has 
left him to  reco u n t h is  own h is to ry  (13); in  fa c t ,  S a r tre  criticism  draw s 
ample b iograph ica l m aterial from de B eauvoir's au tob iog raph ies. H ere 
most acu te ly  th e n , de B eauvoir's Prologue c rea tes  th e  expec ta tion  of
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them atic inconsistencies supported  by  formal incoherence in  th e  ensu ing  
te x t . I t p rep a re s  the  read e r fo r a host of paradoxes devolving from the  
in te rp en e tra tio n  of selfhood and o therness th a t is cen tra l to th e  a u th o r­
ization de Beauvoir depicts and  critiques in  La Force de l'A ge. I t  is  a  te x t 
about Simone only b u t about S a r tre , too; fo r Simone only b u t fo r re a d e rs , 
too; w ritten  with an in fin ite , inconclusive vision of pu rpose  fo r Simone 
b u t w ith a fin ite  view to self-explication fo r h e r re a d e rs . Paradoxically , 
it  makes cen tra l h e r role as au tho r and decentralizes th a t role by
revealing  its  derivation  from o thers and from h e r consciousness of o th e r s .
* * * * * * * *
The te x t 's  rang iness no tw ithstand ing , La Force de l'Age does
attem pt to re la te  a  s to ry  of d iscovery: de Beauvoir recoun ts how Simone
focuses h e r  adolescent desire  to say  som ething by  d iscovering  som ething
to s a y .36 At the  end of Memoirs de Beauvoir left h e r  tex tually
re su rre c te d  self in  the  pecu liar position of w anting to be an  au th o r
w ithout con ten t: an  a u th o r-to -b e  whose tig h tly  circum scribed experience
as a  lapsed-C atho lic , bourgeois schoolgirl did not y e t even comprise a
w riting  sub jec t fo r h e r  beyond p riv a te  journal in v estig a tio n s. La Force
de l'Age exposes the  hollowness of th is  ambition and  places i t  w ithin the
contex t of Simone's te n -y e a r  metamorphosis into a  pub lish ing  w rite r . De
Beauvoir shows h e rse lf fascinated b y  Simone's movement from silence to
n a rra tio n  a n d , a t the  im portant end  of the  f i r s t  p a r t  of th is  tw o -p art
n a rra tio n , queries why h e r  incubation as a w rite r took so long:
I d o n 't believe th a t my inexperience suffices to explain  su ch  a 
p e rsev e rin g  fa ilu re . I was h a rd ly  more a rtfu l when I began  
L 'In v itee . Is  it necessary  to admit th a t a t th a t moment I had  
''d iscovered  a  su b je c t,"  while p rev iously  I had  no th ing  to  say? B ut 
th e re  is always the  world around  o n e : what does no th ing  sigiiify?
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In  w hat c ircu m stan ces , w hy , how do th in g s  re v e a l them selves as 
th in g s  to  s a y ?
L ite ra tu re  a p p e a rs  w hen som ething  in  life becom es d iso rd e re d  
[ se  d e re g le ] ; in  o rd e r  to  w rite  th e  f i r s t  condition  is  th a t  re a lity  
ceases to  go a long  b y  its e lf ;  only th e n  is  one capab le  of se e in g  it 
a n d  m aking i t  seen  (416; de  B eauvo ir’s e m p h a s is ) .
T h is a ttem p t to  exp la in  th ro u g h  a  g en era l p rin c ip le  how Simone came to
rea lize  h e r  a u th o r- iz a tio n  as a  w r ite r  fina lly  ra ise s  more q u e s tio n s  th a n  i t
re s o lv e s . In  p a r t ic u la r ,  th e  p a ssa g e  d isp lay s an  u n e a s in e ss  w ith  th e
p rox im ity  be tw een  n o th in g  (r ie n )  an d  th e  som ething  ( les c h o se s ) th a t  th e
n a sc e n t w r ite r  comes to  se e . De B eauvoir con ten d s th a t  while th e  w orld
a n d  o n e 's  p lace  in  th e  w orld rem ain s ta t ic ,  a  k in d  of e x is te n tia l s h if t  m ust
t r a n s p ir e  so a s  to  make th in g s  v is ib le : th e  idea  of th in g s  rev e a lin g
them selves conveys th a t  th e  sh if t  is beyond  th e  w r i te r 's  co n tro l a n d
vo lition . Betw een n o th in g  an d  som eth ing , an  e v en t lived  a n d  a n  e v e n t to -
b e -n a r r a te d ,  lies a n  inv isib le  f ro n tie r  th a t  de B eauvo ir know s sh e  h as
c ro s se d , fo r  sh e  b e g an  p u b lish in g  in  1944 an d  co n tinued  to  do so u n til
1981. B u t sh e  ev inces p e rp le x ed  aw areness th a t  sh e  h a s  no t c ro s se d  th e
f ro n t ie r  once an d  fo r  a ll b o th  in  h e r  q u ick  p a ra g ra p h  ch an g e  a n d  in  th e
su b s e q u e n t ex p lan a tio n  th a t  b eg s  th e  q u estio n  of f r o n t ie r s . H er p o in t
a b o u t re a lity  d iso rd e rin g  (d e re g le r ) i ts e lf  sim ply p o s its  th e  id ea  of a
f ro n t ie r  be tw een  one com placent v ision  of re a lity  an d  a n o th e r  v ision  th a t
m akes h e r  q u estio n  h e r  p e rc ep tio n  of th a t  re a lity . How m ight th is
d e re g u la tio n  of life occur?  What would p re v e n t i t  from  hap p en in g ?
I t  is  po ss ib le  to make an  a rgum en t ab o u t how th e  above n a r ra t iv e
frag m e n t r e p re s e n ts  th e  whole of La Force de l 'A g e . In d e e d , i t  m ight be
u se fu l to  o b se rv e  th a t  th e  e n tire  te x t  co u n te rb a lan c es , as th is  p a ssa g e
d o es , de  B eau v o ir 's  d isco v e ry  of som eth ing  to  sa y  w ith  th e  im pression
th a t  th a t  d isco v ery  is  alw ays y e t  to  be  m ade, an d  th a t  th e  c o n v ers io n  of
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life 's  no th in g s in to  l i te ra tu re 's  som ethings is  ongoing an d  y e t m ystify ing  
to de B eauvoir. I ts  in te rro g a tiv ity , i ts  su g g estio n  of f ro n tie rs  to  be 
c ro ssed  an d  limits to be  p assed  in  th e  w ritin g  of l i te ra tu re ,  an d  i ts  
ind ication  of th e  proxim ity  betw een h av in g  n o th in g  a n d  e v e ry th in g  to  s a y : 
all th e se  t r a i ts  m ark th is  passage  as well as th e  te x t as a  w hole. As a  
r e s u l t ,  one m ight well logically p a ss  on to a d iscussion  of th e se  t r a i ts ,  
leav ing  it  an  unacknow ledged b u t n ev e rth e less  c ritica lly  tenab le  
assum ption  th a t th e  tex tu a l fragm ent begun  w ith d e se rv e s  to s ta n d  fo r  th e  
whole. B u t I w ant to quell th e  New C ritical im pulse to d ep ic t th is  
im portan t au thob iog raph ical te x t as an  o rganically  un ified  n a rra t iv e .
Such a p ic tu re  would falsely  re p re se n t it an d  underm ine th e  m ethod b y  
w hich de B eauvoir m akes h e r compelling re -v is io n  of a u th o rsh ip .
In s te a d , i t  p ay s  to follow de B eauvo ir's  lo g ic -b reak in g  lead and  
p a ss  on to a  v e ry  d iffe ren t k ind  of fragm ent in  La Force de l 'A g e , one th a t  
o ccu rs  in  P a r t  I I ,  well a f te r  th e  im portan t en d  sec tion  of P a r t  I .  In  th a t  
sec tio n , de B eauvoir a ttem p ts an o th e r e x is te n tia lis t exp lanation  fo r  
Sim one's la te  en tra n ce  in to  au th o rsh ip : to w it, Simone a cq u ire s  
consciousness of h e r  place as one-am ongst-o thers in  h is to ry  an d  is  
au th o rize d —becomes a  p roductive  a u th o r—b y  h e r  accession  in to  th is  
consc iousness . C o ttre ll, one c ritic  who focuses on th is  m ini-conversion  
acco u n t, rem arks th a t  P a r t II enfolds the  w ork ings of h is to ry  more 
prom inen tly  in to  th e  descrip tion  of Simone's life th a n  P a r t  I does (20 ).
What m ight C o ttre ll make of th e  following anecdote?  R elated  in  two p a r ts  
se p a ra te d  b y  e ig h t p a g e s , de B eauvoir d esc rib es  a  b icycle  acc id en t in  
w hich sh e  lo st a  too th  only to have i t  su rp r is in g ly  re a p p e a r  some time 
la te r :
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L ittle  b y  little  my face d e fla ted , my sc ra tc h e s  s c a rre d  o v e r , b u t  I 
d id n 't  b o th e r  to rep lace  th e  too th  th a t I had lost on th e  w ay to 
G renoble. I had  a  r a th e r  n a s ty  boil on my chin  th a t  w ou ldn 't stop  
r ip en in g  and  th a t was lig h tly  fe s te r in g : I d id n 't  w o rry  ab o u t i t .
One m orning, how ever, i t  p rovoked  me: I p lan ted  m yself b e fo re  th e  
m irro r, p re s se d  i t ,  an d  som ething w hitish  a p p ea red ; I p re s se d  
h a rd e r ,  and  d u rin g  a  frac tio n  of a  second , I seem ed to  be  liv ing  one 
of th e  s u r re a lis t  n igh tm ares w here su d d en ly  eyes sp ro u t in  th e  
middle of a cheek ; a  too th  p ie rced  my sk in : th e  one th a t had  b ro k en  
d u r in g  my fall [from th e  b ic y c le ] ; i t  had  s tay ed  in c ru s te d  th e re  
d u r in g  th e  sev era l w eeks; when I reco u n ted  th is  s to ry  to  my 
f r ie n d s , th e y  laughed  abou t it  im m oderately (569, 577).
T h e re  may be n o th in g  to make of th is  e x tra o rd in a ry  "h isto ire"  w hich is so
v e ry  d iffe re n t from th e  "H isto ire11 of political rea litie s  th a t  is  su p p o sed  to
have in u n d a ted  Simone's consciousness. I t  obviously  belongs w ith  those
o th e r  anecdo tes in  th e  te x t which t r e a t  th e  co rporeal in  fa ir ly  f ra n k
te rm s . N e v e rth e le ss , i t  has no "point" to  p r e s s ; i t  is  an  anecdo te  w ithout
them atic proxim ity  to de B eauvo ir's  accoun t of h e r  au th o riza tio n ; an d  i t
d is ru p ts  th a t n a rra tio n . I t  cannot be compellingly w orked in to  a  them atic
co n fig u ra tio n  e x te n d in g  th ro u g h o u t th e  "n a rra tiv e "  in  th e  same way th a t  I
m ight succeed  in  d rap in g  th e  significance of th e  p rev io u s p a ssa g e  ov e r
th e  te x t  as  a  whole.
N or, fo r  th a t  m a tte r , can an y  of th e  m any tra v e l anecdo tes de
B eauvo ir re la te s  in  La Force de l'A ge an d  i ts  su ccesso r b e  made to
coalesce in to  a  trad itio n a l p lo t in te rp re ta tio n . De B eauvoir r e p re s e n ts  h e r
w ayw ard tra v e ls  as ev idence of h e r  allegiance to life 's  d e ta ils ,
c o n tin g en c ies , and  e x ce ss—as a young  woman and  as th e  a u th o r  o f th is
te x t  in  1959. Life—more acc u ra te ly , liv ing , in  i ts  to ta lity —is th e
e v e ry th in g  w hich, in  i ts  con tingency , am ounts to  th e  n o th in g  th a t  de
B eauvoir came to see can be co nverted  in to  t e x t . "T ou t" an d  " to ta lite "
a re  fre q u e n tly  rep e a te d  w ords in  h e r  te x ts —th ro w b ac k s , she  b e lie v e s , to
th e  ta s te  fo r  ab so lu tes  h e r  Catholic u p b rin g in g  gave h e r ;  b u t  th e se  w ords
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also in s is t  on h e r  lim itless sensuous p le a su re s  in  e x p e rie n c e .37 H er 
passion  fo r  long  w alking and  cycling  to u rs  exem plifies th e se  p le a su re s  and  
th e  te r r if ic  e n e rg y  w ith  which she  p u rsu e d  them .38 P e rh ap s  th e  c le a re s t 
way an  anecdote  like th e  one abou t th e  boil can b e  sa id  to  help  p a tte rn  
th is  n a rra tio n  is  b y  c o n tr ib u tin g  to  th e  te x t 's  im itation of de B eauvo ir 's  
fem inine v ig o r. T h roughou t h e r  au th o b io g rap h y , b eg in n in g  w ith 
M emoirs, de B eauvoir p ronounces th e  su p e rio r  value sh e  p laces on th e  
v igorous p u rs u i t  of life (h ap p in e ss , fo r  h e r ) :  it is w hat basica lly  
d is tin g u ish es  h e r  w riting  an d  h e r  devotion  to w ritin g  from S a r t r e 's —a 
po in t I will r e tu r n  to below.
De B eauvo ir's  conversion  of life’s unem plottable excess in to  th e  
n a rra tiv e  of La Force de l'A ge is  accom plished a t th e  expense  of a  
trad itio n a lly  co h eren t p lo t . T e r ry  Keefe rem arks th a t  th e  memoirs a f te r  
Memoirs "lack" i ts  u n ity  (34 ). I would co u n te r th a t ,  a t  lea s t in  La Force 
de l 'A g e . anecdo ta l dereg lem ent (ch ronology  n o tw ith s ta n d in g ), f a r  from  
c o n s titu tin g  a  " la c k ,"  enhances th e  book 's sign ificance  b y  im plicitly 
re p re se n tin g  th e  ten s io n  betw een de B eauvo ir’s h ap p in ess  in  u n reco rd ab le  
life an d  h e r  d e s ire  fo r  reco rd ed  life . Im portan tly , th is  ten s io n , w hich 
p e rs is te d  long a f te r  h e r  au th o r-iza tio n  a t  th i r ty ,  f ig u re s  s tro n g ly  in  h e r  
accoun t of i t .  Elaine M arks has w ritte n  b rillian tly  on’th e  fu n c tio n  of de 
B eauvo ir 's  anecdotal "excess" in  w ritin g  La Ceremonie des A dieux (1981). 
In  th a t book, acco rd ing  to M arks, de B eauvoir t ra n s g re s s e s  l ite ra ry  
them atic lim its b y  p ro v id in g  libe ra l de ta ils  of S a r tre 's  p h y sica l d isease . 
M arks co u n te rs  th e  common accusation  th a t  de B eauvo ir's  books a re  "too" 
w h a tev e r—long , de ta iled , anecdo ta l, crow ded—b y  show ing th e  
tra n s g re s s iv e  d a rin g  of de B eauvo ir's  re p re se n ta tio n  in  "readab le"
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language of th e  body  in  decline (187-188, 200). De B eauvoir is likewise 
tra n s g re s s iv e  in  La Force de L 'A ge, and  what she  t r a n s g re s s e s  again  a re  
phallocra tic  norm s of form al r ig o r  in  n a r r a t iv e . B ut h e re  h e r  form al 
tra n sg re s s io n  b re a k s , no t c u ltu ra l taboos abou t th e  b o d y , b u t  less  v isib le  
because  more m asculine/norm ative c u ltu ra l defin itions of au th o ria l 
id e n tity .
I show ed in  th e  la s t c h a p te r  how S te in 's  anecdotes he lped  f ig u re  two 
conflic ting  s to rie s  in  T he A utobiography  of Alice B . T ok las; th e  anecdo tes 
he lped  to p a tte rn  if  no t emplot th a t n a rra tiv e . In  c o n tra s t , de B eauvo ir's  
p ro life ra tio n  of anecdo tes in  La Force de l'A ge su g g e s ts  no p rin c ip a l 
o rg an iz in g  p a t te rn s .  Joel F inem an's h is to ry  of th e  an ecd o te 's  u se  in 
h is to ry -w ritin g  helps me to define th e  u n u su a l function  of many of de 
B eauvo ir 's  a n ec d o te s . T hey  c rea te  th e  expec ta tion  of a  n a rra tiv e  w ith a  
b eg in n in g , m iddle, and  e n d , b u t  th ey  f r u s t r a te  th a t  ex pec ta tion  b y  
re fu s in g  to p ro v id e  an  e n d . T hey  open a  space  in  which h is to ry  may be  
to ld  b y  po in tin g  to th e  ''r e a l , ' ' to  a  life -e v e n t, on th e  one h a n d , and  to th e  
e v e n t 's  p lace in  a  sequence  of n a rra te d  e v e n ts , on th e  o th e r ;  b u t  th e y  
underm ine an  account of th is  h is to ry  b y  calling  a tten tio n  to  th e  " e x c e ss" : 
th e  life th a t  escapes and  exceeds tex tu a l re p re se n ta tio n  (see  Fineman 56- 
57 ). T he form al iro n y  of La Force de l'A ge is  th a t  i t  re q u ire s  th e  mimetic 
illusion  of n a rra tio n  fo r i ts  en th ronem ent of l ife /th e  re a l. The anecdo ta l 
dereg lem ent he lps e ffec t th e  n a rra t iv e 's  celeb ra tion  of experience  in  
w ritin g  a n d , beyond  w ritin g , in  life as i t  is lived : co n tin g en tly , w ithout 
coherence .
Two o th e r  formal fac to rs  help  in v ig o ra te  La Force de l 'A g e . The 
f i r s t  is  th e  book 's inco rpo ra tion  of de B eauvo ir's  d ia ry  e n tr ie s  from  th e
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w ar y e a r s . Those who m ight object th a t my argum ent fo r  th e  
su b v e rs iv e n e ss  of de B eauvo ir's  form is  s tack ed  b y  th e  fac t th a t  i t  is  a  
memoir (and  so p e r  fo rce  in a tten tiv e  to formal c o n s tra in ts )  m ight p o in t to 
th e se  d ia ry  e n tr ie s  as ev idence . De B eauvoir h e rse lf  say s  sh e  will quo te  
from  th ese  d iaries because th ey  seem to h e r  "p lu s v iv a n t" th a n  an y  re c it  
sh e  could draw  from them  now: more liv in g , more p re s e n t  to  h e r  th a n  h e r  
p re s e n t  reco llections of th e  period  would be (4 3 3 ).39 B ut th e  
p rep o n d e ran c e  of d ia ry -e n try  b lo ck -tran sc rip tio n s  occu rs in  th e  te x t 's  
second h a lf , in d ica tin g  th a t de B eauvo ir's  reliance  on them  is se lec tiv e .
In  fa c t, th e y  form ally ru p tu re  th e  h is to ry -a tte n tiv e n e s s  P a r t  II is  
su p p o sed  to  rev e a l. A ccord ing  to Felicity  N ussbaum , d ia ry  d isco u rse  
"p ro d u ces a  c ris is  of a tten tio n  to th e  p re se n t"  while c re a tin g  a re p o s ito ry  
of th e  p a s t ;  d ia ry -w ritin g  seria lizes c u rre n t  ev en ts  w ithout p e rsp e c tiv e , 
a n d  in  th is  way may su g g e s t th e  w rite r 's  w orry  abou t th e  co n tin u ity  of 
id e n tity  o v e r time (133). In  La Force de l'A ge , th e  inclusion  of long 
p o rtio n s  of Simone's d ia rie s  may su g g e s t ju s t  th is  w o rry ; th ey  may also  
su g g e s t th e  experience  of co n tin u ity , f lu id ity  betw een  th e  p re s e n t  an d  an  
a p p a re n tly  m ediated (because  reco llected  in  language) p a s t .  H er d ia ry  
b locks raze  th e  tem poral d iv isions betw een  de B eauvoir and  Simone an d  
a rg u e  fo r  th e  proxim ity  of th e  neophy te  w rite r  an d  p rize -w in n in g  a u th o r  
in  1962. Life b e fo re  au th o r-iza tio n  is  th u s  seen  on a  p a r  w ith  an d  
in sep a rab le  from  life a fte rw a rd .
More th a n  ju s t  form ally in tr ig u in g , th e  inclusion  of d ia ry  e n tr ie s  
in te ra c ts  c u rio u s ly  w ith th e  te x t 's  conversion  p lo ts—th e  la s t in v ig o ra tin g  
form al c h a ra c te r is tic  I will analyze . La Force de l'A ge in te rw eav es a t  le a s t 
th re e  incom plete conversion  m in i-p lo ts . One belongs to  th a t  c a teg o ry  of
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conversions G eoffrey Harpham calls "epistemological" because it sign ifies 
"an aw akening to essen tia l b e in g " : Simone comes to re -e n te r  H isto ry  
th ro u g h  a  recognition  of h e r  bourgeois p a s t  and  h is to ry  (42-3). A nother 
is  an  ontological conversion of Simone's place in  H istory : from w riting  
a sp ira n t to  pub lish ing  a u th o r . The th ird  conversion is w hat Harpham 
term s " th e  lite ra ry  a c t ,"  a  "co n stan t, ceaseless p rocess"  of the  
"conversion  of impulse in to  language" th a t g rounds the  o th e r conversions 
and  essen tia lly  destabilizes them (43, 48). Harpham p o sits  th a t all 
au tob iography  organ izes in  "particu la r"  ways th e  "conversional" a sp ec ts  
of language. De B eauvoir's te x t ,  how ever, shows th e  au th o r to be 
pecu lia rly  se lf-conscious of bo th  th e  in scrip tion  and  incom pleteness of h e r  
conversions. T he d ia ry  blocks accen tuate  th e  frag m en ta ry , conflicting , 
and  p rocess ive  n a tu re  of de B eauvoir's conversions—in  life , in to  w ritin g - 
-b y  in s is tin g  on past-tim e as p resen t-tim e ag a in st th e  p a s t-se e in g  c u rre n t  
of h e r  n a rra tio n .
De B eauvoir knows h e rse lf  to  have moved (as I said  ea rlie r)  o v e r 
th e  invisib le  f ro n tie r  from w rite r  to  a u th o r: from seeing  no th ing  to see ing  
som ething, from  liv ing  w ithout h is to ry  to liv ing  in  and  th ro u g h  h is to ry  
and its  m aking. Yet au th o r o ften  slips back  in to  neophyte valu ing  life 
over w ritin g ; converted  bourgeois often  reve ls  in  th e  bourgeois in te re s ts  
again ; an d  n a rra tiv e  (th e  som ething) founders in  th e  manifold im pressions 
( th e  no th ing) of life . T hroughout th e  n a rra tiv e  de B eauvoir p u n s on th e  
w ord d e p a s s e r , m eaning to overcome som ething (p ass  a  fro n tie r)  b u t also 
to be sh o rn  of th e  p a s t:  fo r  exam ple, th e  p h ra s e , "p o u r exprim er u n  
p asse  que  i 'e ta is  en  tra in  de d e p asse r" (423). T his p u n  e x p re sse s  n ea tly  
th e  paradox  of th e  n a rra tio n 's  sh a p e le ssn e ss : overcom ing th e  p a s t is  an
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in fin ite  e n te rp rise  th a t recollects and  dismisses th e  p ast from an  e v e r
reced ing  moment of p resen t-tim e . In  La Force de l'A ge, de Beauvoir
shows how h e r  au tho rsh ip  depends on h e r bypassing  the  p a s t ,  h e r
bourgeois p a s t, only to claim it again u n d e r a  new guise; on bypassing
h e r  form er se lf only to reclaim it th rough  a memoir. She is critical of h e r
assum ed p astle ssn ess  b u t also delighted w ith the illusion of freedom  it
afforded  h e r . This illusion validated h e r  young inclination to se t h e rse lf
a p a r t  from (h e r vision of) dependent fem ininity so as to join the  ran k s  of
independen t, empowered au th o rity . In the  last section I will show how
th is  inclination is modified in  the  w andering and conflicted p a th  to
au tho rsh ip  de Beauvoir in scribes in  La Force de l'A ge.
* * * * * * * *
De Beauvoir recoun ts Simone's metamorphosis into an au tho r 
prim arily  in  the  f i r s t  half of La Force de l'A ge. The foregoing  rem arks 
about the  te x t 's  form no tw ithstanding , it  is  usefu l to recognize th a t a  
general conflict informs de B eauvoir's inscrip tion  of Simone's 
au thorization: the  claims of o thers v e rsu s the  need fo r autonom y. Far 
from having  se ttled  th is  conflict, de Beauvoir shows h e rse lf to be 
w restling  with i t  still in  h e r  d igressive  account of Simone's au thoriza tion . 
T hrough  the  complex anecdotal tw ists of the  n a rra tio n , Simone's 
cultivation of a  v a rie ty  of autonomy is seen as bo th  a condition and  a 
liability of h e r  becoming an  au th o r. Simone's aw areness of and 
relationship  w ith o th ers  competes w ith h e r—and de B eauvo ir's—evaluation 
of autonomy and likewise develops into a  condition of au tho rsh ip  which 
modifies the  masculine paradigm  of autonomy and sep ara ten ess  th a t 
S a r tre —and she too, in itially—considered necessa ry  fo r au tho ria l
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production  and  su c ce ss . Only overread ing  the  t e x t , how ever, reveals  
th is modification, since de Beauvoir’s n a rra tion  su g g ests  mainly 
ambivalence about individualism  v is-a -v is  re la tio n sh ip s . I t is p rec ise ly  
th is d is-ease  which signals what is gendered  about the  c ritique  of 
au tho rsh ip  the  te x t p rov ides . De B eauvoir's nonlinear, anecdotal s ty le , 
full of analy tical a s id es , accomodates h e r p e rs is te n t ambivalence 
concerning  th e  autonom y-otherness conflict b y  enabling  h e r  to  a rg u e  on 
all sides of the  issu e . While my examination of th is  conflict assum es linear 
lin e s , i t  is im portant to remember th a t w ithin the  tex tual fab ric  of La 
Force de l’Age ambivalence and contradiction p rev a il. The conversion  of 
Simone in to  an  autonomous self fo r th e  pu rposes of au tho rsh ip  rem ains 
incomplete in th e  n a rra t iv e .
At the  point w here de Beauvoir p icks up th e  th rea d  of Simone's 
experiences, Simone is bask ing  in the  lib e rty  th a t h e r  b rea k  from h e r 
family a ffo rds h e r . L iving in  one of h e r g randm other's  rooms in  P a ris , 
ra re ly  in  contact w ith e ith e r family o r form er fr ie n d s , she beg ins h e r 
ad u lt life p u rsu in g  the  bonheur (happiness) to which she  had a sp ired .
De Beauvoir as n a rra to r  is c ritica l, not of th is  egoistic  h ap p in ess , b u t  of 
th e  illusion of autonomous freedom th a t su p p o rts  i t .  Time and again she 
re fe rs  to Simone's and  S a r tre 's  e rro rs :  th e ir  feckless optimism, th e ir  
gu id ing  belief th a t they  lived a t the  cen te r of the  w orld, th e ir  asp ira tion  
to re -c re a te  m odern hum ankind. "We were w rong ,"  she concedes, "about 
almost every th ing"  (21), b u t th e ir prim ary fau lt lay  in  th ink ing  th a t  th ey  
a rr iv e d  a t th e ir  vision free ly , as autonomous individuals unprejud iced  b y  
th e ir  respec tive  sub ject positions in  h is to ry . With gentle  iro n y , de 
Beauvoir reveals  th e ir  hab it of supposing  them selves d ispossessed  of
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th e ir  b o u rg eo is  ro o ts  w ithou t reco g n iz in g  th a t  su c h  d isp o ssess io n  w as 
c h a ra c te r is tic a lly  bourgeo is  (28 ). T h u s , de B eauvo ir p ro v id e s  a  doub le  
v is io n : o f th e  autonom y claimed an d  of th e  illu sions of b o u rg eo is  
ind iv idualism  su s ta in in g  i t .
T he  autonom y Simone claims is n o t, fo r  all th a t ,  m ere ly  illu s io n a ry  
o r  p e rn ic io u s . De B eauvoir in d ica te s  th e  d iffe ren ce  be tw een  Sim one's an d  
S a r t r e 's  estim ation  of th e ir  a d u lt freed o m -as-in d iv id u a ls  (a s  opposed  to 
freedom  in  g e n era l)  th a t  rev ea ls  th e  n e ce ss ity  of co n sid e rin g  autonom y 
from  th e  p e rsp e c tiv e  of g e n d e r d iffe re n c e .
On th is  p o in t, th e re  was a g re a t d iffe ren ce  b e tw een  S a r tre  
a n d  me. I t  seem ed m iraculous to have b e en  to rn  from  my p a s t ,  to be  
s e lf -s u f f ic ie n t , to  make u p  my own m ind; I h ad  c o n q u ered  once an d  
fo r  all my autonom y: n o th in g  would tak e  i t  aw ay from  me. S a r t r e ,  
fo r  h is  p a r t ,  on ly  acceded  to a s ta g e  of h is  e x is te n ce  a s  a  man th a t  
he h ad  long  fo re see n , w ith  d isg u s t;  he  came to  lose th e  
i r re sp o n s ib ili ty  of h is  y o u th ; he  e n te re d  th e  d e te s ta b le  u n iv e rse  of 
a d u lts .  His independence  was th re a te n e d  (29-30).
De B eauvo ir s t r e s s e s  h e re  th e  g e n d e red  re la tiv ity  of in d iv id u a l autonom y
in  one of th e  te x t 's  few nods to g e n d e r  d iffe re n c e . Joel M yers m akes a
s t ro n g  case  fo r  th e  im personal, in s titu tio n a l fo rce s  th a t  p e rp e tu a te  th e
ideo logy  of ind iv idualism , of w hich a  sen se  of autonom ous d e s tin y  is  one
m anifesta tion  (208). N e v e rth e le ss , a n  in d iv id u a l's  g e n d e r  a ffe c ts  b o th
th e  ex p erien ce  an d  p e rcep tio n  of th a t  sen se  of autonom y (se e  G illigan an d
C hodorow ). I t  is  t ru e  th a t  de B eauvoir an d  S a r tr e  w ere  eq u a lly  enm eshed
in  th e  b o u rg eo is  indiv idualism  th e y  a g re e d  to  flee : th a t  th e ir  "cond ition  as
y o u n g  p e tits -b o u rg e o is  in te llec tu a ls  . . . in c ited  them  to  be lieve
them selves to  b e  uncond itioned1’ (2 8 ). A nd de B eau v o ir 's  alm ost
u b iq u ito u s  u se  of "n o u s" (we) a ffirm s, iro n ica lly , h e r  b e lie f  in  th e ir  eq u a l
su b sc r ip tio n  to  ind iv idualism . For exam ple, "We s ta y e d  f ix ed  in  o u r
ra tio n a lis t  a n d  v o lu n ta r is t a tt i tu d e :  fo r  a  luc id  in d iv id u a l, we th o u g h t,
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lib e rty  trium phs over traum as, complexes, memories, and  influences'*
(29) . T heir perspec tives on th a t individualism , how ever, especially  on 
questions of autonomy, or d istinc tness of id en tity , were not identical 
p rec ise ly  because of th e  gendered  d ifferences of th e ir  u p b rin g in g . While 
S a r tre 's  n a rra tiv e  of childhood assum es th e  separa teness if no t the  
s tab ility  of his personal id en tity , de B eauvoir's au thobiography  
in te rro g a te s—from The Second Sex th rough  La Force des Choses—the  
possib ility  of sep ara tin g  self from o thers in  rep re se n tin g  Simone’s  
f ru s tra te d  search  fo r psychic and physical se p a ra ten e ss .
De B eauvoir's explanation fo r hav ing  fe lt elated  w ith h e r  so-called 
autonomy oddly in s is ts  on h e r  gendered  experience of autonomy b y  calling 
in to  question  the  v e ry  meaning of autonomy. Simone began  h e r  
"en tre p rise  de v iv re ," h e r  p u rsu it of life 's  happ iness, when she began  
h e r  rela tionsh ip  w ith S a r tre . In  th is book he replaces Zaza as h e r  most 
sign ifican t o th e r. Can one experience autonomy th ro u g h  re la tionsh ip  w ith 
an  o ther?  T hat is  the  question  implicit in  de B eauvoir's rem arks below . 
A lthough Simone and S a rtre  renounced m arriage and remained single 
in d iv id u a ls ,
I t ru s te d  in  him so totally  th a t he guaran teed  me, like my p a re n ts  
form erly , like God, a definitive secu rity . At th e  moment w hen I 
th rew  myself into lib e rty , I found above my head a sky  w ithout fail;
I escaped all c o n stra in ts , ye t each of my moments possessed  a  so rt 
of n ecessity . All of my w ishes, deep and p ro found , w ere fu lfilled ; 
it  left me no th ing  to wish fo r , except th a t th is  trium phant b ea titu d e  
might n ev e r flag . . . . I belonged en tire ly  in  the  p re se n t (35).
T his descrip tion  superim poses the  experiences of lib e rty  and  love onto
each o th er w ithout equating  them. The p leasure  Simone fe lt th ro u g h
union w ith S a rtre  was d istinguishable from the  exercise  of h e r  new w ings,
and  y e t i t  is S a rtre  who provided  the  "sky" fo r h e r  f lig h t. T here  is  some
d eb ate  ab o u t th e  d eg ree  to w hich S a r tre  re p re s e n ts  Sim one's "p a te rn a l 
su c ce sso r"  in  th is  te x t ;  O kley , fo r  one, fa u lts  de B eauvoir ( th e  n a r r a to r )  
fo r  fa ilin g  to recogn ize  (if  no t fo r  acc ep tin g  in  th e  f i r s t  p lace) S a r t r e 's  
pa te rna lism  (127). Of c o u rse  th is  accusa tion  is  c losely  a llied  to  th e  claims 
of de B eau v o ir 's  d e riv a tiv e  a u th o r ity  w ith  w hich th is  c h a p te r  b e g a n . My 
se n se  is  th a t  de B eauvo ir 's  re flec tio n s  h e re  on h e r  in c ip ien t l ib e r ty  move 
beyond  a  g e n d e r -n e u tra l  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of autonom y an d  beyond  
autonom y a s  a n  abso lu te  v a lu e . She d ire c ts  h e r  iro n y  no t a t  autonom y as 
sh e  ex p erien ced  i t ,  b u t  a t  th e  p e rc ep tio n  of autonom y as  a  fa it accom pli.
A f u r th e r  iro n y  signalled  in  th e  p a ssa g e  is th a t  Simone only recogn ized  
th e  p le a su re  of p re se n t- tim e  an d  th o u g h t h e rse lf  to  be lite ra lly  d e -p a s s e , 
while de B eauvoir d em o n stra te s  how Simone ac tu a lly  rem ains co n s is ten t 
w ith  h e r  p a s t—w ith  th e  p a re n ts  a n d  d e ity  sh e  h ad  su p p o sed ly  le ft b eh in d  
h e r .
From a hum anist p e rs p e c tiv e , de  B eau v o ir 's  critic ism s of h e r  own 
assum ed autonom y c o n s titu te  a  lim ited c ritiq u e  of h e r  m ilieu 's 
in d iv id u a lism . While th e re  may e x is t in te rn a l  co n trad ic tio n s  in  an  
in d iv id u a l's  w ar a g a in s t ind iv idua lism , th is  is  in  fa c t w hat de B eauvo ir 
say s  sh e  an d  S a r tre  d id  in  th e ir  y o u n g  ad u lth o o d , an  a c tiv ity  sh e  h as d e ­
p a sse d  b u t  no t w ithou t re ta in in g  an  ab id in g  d is t r u s t  of th e  h a b it of 
in d iv id u a lis t th in k in g  in g ra in ed  in  h e rs e lf  a s  a  b o u rgeo is  d a u g h te r .40 
As an  a lte rn a tiv e , th e  rh e to r ic  of La Force de  l'A ge a rg u e s  fo r  a  view  of 
autonom y s tr ip p e d  of illu sio n s . I t  calls in to  q u estio n  th e  se p a ra tio n  from  
o th e rs  th a t  autonom ous ac tio n  typ ica lly  implies b y  num erous re fe re n c e s  to  
ju s t  how connected  w ith  o th e rs  Sim one's ac tions show ed h e r  to  b e . In  
fa c t ,  th e  f i r s t  h a lf of th e  n a rra t iv e  s e rv e s  a s  a  window to  th e  Z eitge ist of
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P aris  1929-1939 in  i ts  in c e ssa n t a tte n tio n  to o th e rs  in  Simone’s p e rso n a l 
sp h e re  an d  in  i ts  a llusions to  th e  co n g ru en ce  betw een  Simone’s h a b its  an d  
th o u g h ts  an d  those  of h e r  g en era l con tem poraries. S a r t r e ’s f r ie n d  Mme. 
Lem aire, Sim one's ad m irer Mme. T ourm elin , a s so r te d  s tu d e n ts  of b o th  
S a r tre  an d  de B eauvo ir, w r ite rs  an d  a r t i s t s  th e  couple knew , an d  some 
th e y  d id n 't :  a ll of th ese  o th e rs  crow d ou t th e  im press io n , easily  rea ch e d  
in  S a r t r e 's  au to b io g rap h y , fo r  exam ple, th a t  th is  a u th o r  followed h e r  p a th  
to  a u th o rsh ip  in  so litu d e . Em bedding th e  "cas p a rtic u lie r"  o f Simone de 
B eauvo ir in  h e r  social sp h e re , th e  te x t  id en tifie s  Simone w ith  o th e rs  in  
h e r  c lass  an d  p ro fe s s io n .41 In  th is  l ig h t , de  B eau v o ir 's  iro n ic  critic ism s 
of Sim one's assum ed autonom y only  re in fo rce  w hat th e  o th e r-o r ie n te d  te x t  
d e m o n s tra te s .
T h a t sa id , th e  w ayw ard d e sc rip tio n  of Sim one's s t ru g g le s  tow ards 
a u th o rsh ip  o ffe rs  an  ap p re c ia tiv e  view of autonom y. If  de  B eauvoir 
iro n izes  Sim one's illu sions abou t h e r  au tonom y, sh e  n e v e r th e le s s  
d em o n stra te s  how c ritic a lly  n e c e ssa ry  to  Sim one's a u th o r- iz a tio n  is  th e  
assum ption  of some k in d  of in te rn a l in d ep en d en ce , from  S a r tre  in  
p a r t ic u la r .  Simone lived in  close p rox im ity  to  S a r tre  in  P a ris  d u r in g  th e  
two y e a rs  follow ing u n iv e rs ity , re a d in g  m ostly , b u t  also t r y in g  to  
w ritin g . S a r tre  a s  Sim one's O th e r dom inates th e  dep ic tion  of th is  p e rio d . 
De B eauvo ir d e sc rib e s  th e  f r ie n d s  of S a r tre  who becam e Sim one's sole 
f r ie n d s  a t  th is  epoch ; sh e  d e sc rib e s  (w ith  some o v e rlay  of h e r  "p re se n t"  
view of th e  re la tio n sh ip 's  su ccess) Sim one's ag reem en t to S a r t r e ’s 
re jec tio n  o f m arriage  an d  h is p roposa l of "co n tin g en t re la tio n sh ip s"  to  
supp lem en t th e ir  own "n ecessa ry "  one; an d  sh e  re c o rd s  h a p h az a rd ly  th e  
v o y e u ris tic  h a b its ,  an d  th e  su b je c ts  v iew ed , th a t  p reo ccu p ied  S a r tre  a n d
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Simone an d  re in fo rced  th e ir  egoism . S a r tre  and Simone sh a re d  a
v o y eu ris tic  life s ty le ; and  y e t only Simone came to  ex p erien ce  th e ir
im aginative ob serv a tio n  of o th e rs—th e ir  a c tio n s , p ro g re s s ,  p e cu lia r itie s—
as a r is k .  While de B eauvoir su re ly  communicates th e  p lea su re s  w hich
o th e rs  b ro u g h t Simone (a k in d  of re lish  fo r  voyeurism  in  fac t can  b e  seen
in  de B eauvoir’s  re -c re a tio n  of th e  P arisian  scene from  Simone's
v iew p o in t), sh e  balances th is  p lea su re  ag a in st Simone's w orries abou t h e r
u n p ro d u c tiv e  life .
Simone h ad , a f te r  a ll, believed in  h e r  d e s tin y  as a  "fam ous a u th o r"
fo r  se v e ra l y e a rs . S a r tre  had  encouraged  Simone to  rea lize  th is  life
s c r ip t;  b u t  h e r  p rim ary  re sp o n se  to th e  lib e r ty  w hich b e in g  in
re la tio n sh ip  w ith  S a r tre  a ffo rd s  h e r ,  is to p u rsu e  l iv in g , not w ritin g . De
B eauvoir e x p la in s :
A t p re s e n t ,  I no longer experienced  a t all th e  need  to  e x p re ss  
m yself. A book is ,  in  one way o r a n o th e r , a n  appea l: whom shou ld  I 
appeal to , and  fo r  w hat? I was fu lfilled . W ithout re s p i te , my 
em otions, jo y s , and  p lea su re s  p rec ip ita te d  me tow ards th e  fu tu re , 
and  th e ir  vehem ence overwhelm ed me. When fac ing  th in g s  and  
p eo p le , I lacked th e  d istance  which perm its  one to  take  a po in t of 
view and  sp eak  of them ; incapable of sacrific in g  a n y th in g , and  
th e re fo re  of choosing a n y th in g , I lo st m yself [me p e rd a is ] in  a 
chaotic  and  delicious e ffe rvescence  (71 ).
T his p a ssa g e  fo reg ro u n d s th e  p leasu re  of b e in g  lo s t (p e rd u ) in  p le a su re ;
o th e r  p a ssag es  em phasize r a th e r  th e  a tte n d a n t le th a rg y . While co n tin u in g
to re c o rd  Sim one's enjoym ent of liv ing  and  looking, de B eauvoir b eg in s
a llud ing  to th e  d ep re ss io n  and  se lf-d iv ision  w hich h e r  u n in sp ire d  w ork
c re a te s  in  h e r .
I w orked w ithout conviction; I had  th e  im pression  sometimes of 
a c q u ittin g  m yself of e x tra  w ork , sometimes of perfo rm ing  a  p a ro d y . 
In  an y  case , th e re  was no ru s h .  I was h ap p y ; fo r  th e  moment, th a t  
su fficed . And th en  n o , th a t did  not su ffice . T h e re  was som ething  
e lse th a t  I had  expec ted  of m yself. I no longer k e p t a  p r iv a te  
jo u rn a l, b u t  it s till happened  th a t I would th row  a few  w ords in  a
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notebook: "I cannot re s ig n  m yself to liv ing  when my life d o esn 't 
se rv e  an y  p u rp o se ,"  I w ro te , in  th e  sp rin g  of 1930; an d  a little  
la te r , in  Ju n e : "I have lost my p r id e , and  th a t means I have lost 
e v e ry th in g ."  . . .  I was in th e  p ro cess  of b e tra y in g  m yself and  
losing  m yself. I in te rp re te d  th is  conflict as tra g ic , a t  least a t  
tim es. I th in k  today  th a t th e re  was no th ing  in  i t  ex cep t se lf-  
flagellation (73).
Viewed from h e r  p re se n t position as a  published  a u th o r , de B eauvoir can 
be excused  h e r  final dism issive comment about the  r isk s  Simone ra n . 
A ctually  th e re  a re  few such  comments in  the  te x t . For the  most p a r t  de 
B eauvoir recoun ts Simone's conflict w ith sym pathy and  se lf-accep tance , 
successfu lly  rep lica tin g  Simone's ambivalence about h e r  se lf-in d u lg en t 
lifesty le  (happ iness su ffices , happ iness does not su ffice ). Simone 
a p p ea rs  to h e rse lf  too happy  in h e r  rela tionsh ip  w ith S a r tre ;  h e r  form er 
reso lu tions to w rite  lose th e ir  u rg en c y ; she  lives "free ly" w ithout se n s  o r 
d irec tion  ( ju s t like th is  t e x t ) , b u t h e r  self-confidence erodes as a 
consequence.
S a r tre 's  concern  about Simone's "indolence" (h e r  term ) exacerb a te s  
h e r  fee ling  of "m ediocrity" re la tive  to o th e r women: " 'B u t fo rm erly ,
C asto r [a p e t nam e], you tho u g h t about a pile of th in g s ,1 he said  to  me 
w ith aston ishm ent. T ake care  th a t you do n 't become a  housew ife'" (74).
De B eauvoir shows h e rse lf  largely  in  agreem ent w ith th is  p a tro n iz in g  an d  
g en d er-fo cu sed  (no t to say , g en d er-b iased ) assessm ent of h e r  s itu a tio n .
"I defin ite ly  ab d ic a ted ,"  she says (74), a sta tem ent which reca lls  h e r 
Second Sex judgm ent again st th e  collaboration of women in  th e ir  own 
su b juga tion . The language of th a t essay  also finds i ts  way in to  th is  se lf­
d esc rip tio n : " [F ]a sc in a ted  b y  th e  o th e r , I fo rgo t m yself to th e  e x te n t th a t 
th e re  was no one to  say : I am n o th ing . N evertheless, in  flashes th is  voice 
reaw akened: th en  I a sce rta in ed  th a t I had  ceased to e x is t fo r  my own
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acco u n t, an d  th a t I was liv ing  as a p a ra s ite  (74) . T h is h a rs h  se lf-
assessm en t of h e r  own no th in g n ess re f le c ts  Simone's w o rry  th a t  h e r
fu tu re  as a  w rite r  re q u ire s  th a t  she  im itate h e r  o th e r 's  ind iv idua listic
p u rs u i t  of th a t  c a re e r . In  fa c t, de B eauvoir rec o rd s  th a t  th e ir  m utual
fr ie n d  H erbaud  fa u lts  h e r  fo r  b e tra y in g  th e  individualism  he  had  form erly
adm ired  in  h e r ,  "and  I had  to say  he was r ig h t"  (74 ). W ithout recogn iz ing
th e  iro n y  of th is  accusa tion—Simone and  S a rtre  w ere a f te r  all committed to
c ritiq u in g  bourgeo is individualism  in  everyone e lse—de B eauvoir su g g e s ts
th ro u g h  h e r  v e ry  in s is ten ce  on Simone's o th e r-o rie n te d  h ap p in ess  th e
in su ffic ien cy  of indiv idualism 's s ta n d a rd s  fo r  " su c c e ss ."  De B eauvo ir 's
e a rly  rem arks d iffe ren tia tin g  Simone's an d  S a r tre 's  views ab o u t th e
re la tiv e  value of life an d  l i te ra tu re  also im plicitly make th is  p o in t :
S a r tre  had  an  unconditional fa ith  in  th e  B eau ty  th a t he  d id  not 
se p a ra te  from A rt, while I a ttr ib u te d  to  Life a  suprem e va lu e . O u r 
vocations did no t coincide ex ac tly . I have  ind ica ted  th is  d iffe ren ce  
in  th e  notebook w here I s till from  time to  time consigned  my 
p e rp le x itie s ; one day  I no ted : "I w ant to w rite ; I w ant sen ten ces  on 
p a p e r , th in g s  in  my life p u t  in to  se n te n c e s ."  B u t a n o th e r  day  I 
specified : "I will n e v e r know how to love a r t  as th e  g u a ra n to r  of my 
life . I will n e v e r be  a  w rite r  like S a r t r e ."  . . .  In  my e y e s ,
S a r t r e ,  b y  th e  firm ness of h is a tt i tu d e , su rp a sse d  me; I adm ired 
how he held  h is  d e s tin y  betw een h is h ands a lone; b u t  f a r  from  
fee ling  vexed  b y  th is , I found  i t  com fortable to  esteem  him more 
th a n  m yself (34-35; my em phasis).
A m ix ture  of ease  an d  d efensiveness abou t th e ir  re la tiv e  devotion  to  
l i te ra tu re  ch a rac te rize s  th is  p a ssa g e . De B eauvoir affirm s h e r  p rim ary  
alleg iance to life—h e re  as e lsew here—w ith aplom b, b u t  th e n  owns u p  to  
adm iring  S a r t r e 's  p u rp o se fu ln e ss  more th an  r e g re t t in g  h e r  own 
p u rp o se le s s n e s s . W hether Simone will become an  a u th o r  d e sp ite  o r 
b ecau se  of h e r  valorization  of life o v e r l ite ra tu re  is  th e  q u estio n  g en era lly  
p reo ccu p y in g  de B eauvoir as  sh e  reco n s id e rs  h e r  a p p re n tic e sh ip  in  th is  
te x t .  And sh e  will flipflop in  h e r  re p lie s . For exam ple, th e  p o ss ib ility  of
ho ld ing  o n e 's  d e s tin y  in  o ne 's  own h a n d s  is  a  be lief th a t  de  B eauvo ir will 
d isc re d it on  acco u n t o f i ts  ind iv idualism  b y  th e  end  of P a r t  I ; a n d  y e t  h e re  
sh e  re c o rd s  u n c ritic a lly  Sim one's fav o rab le , de luded  im pression  th a t  
S a r tre  s in g le -h a n d ed ly  commands h is own life . We shou ld  no t d isb e liev e  
de B eau v o ir 's  den ial of v ex a tio n ; b u t we shou ld  no t ig n o re  th e  s ty lis tic  
u n e as in e ss  th a t com parisons be tw een  S a r tre  and  Simone a t  th is  epoch  
e n g e n d e rs , p re c ise ly  ov e r th e  q u estio n  of th e ir  l i te ra ry  am b itio n s . 
C o n sid erin g  th a t  S a r tre  an d  Simone held  th e  a r t i s t /w r i te r  in  a  p o sitio n  of 
so lita ry  p riv ileg e  o v e r o th e r  hum ans he lp s  exp la in  w hy h e r  la c k lu s te r  
sc r ib b lin g s  b eg an  to w o rry  them  (56). B ut th e  is su e  is  com plicated b y  
Sim one's re la tio n sh ip  to social codes of fem ininity  w hich th e  te x t  
o v e rw rite s  on th e  is su e  of au tonom y. Sim one's su b s ti tu tio n  o f v ig o r  fo r  
m asculine r ig o r  (S a r t r e 's  firm ness [fe rm ete ]) a t  th is  epoch b e g an  to 
s t r a in  th e  coup le 's  re la tio n sh ip , p rim arily  because  Sim one's v a r ie ty  of 
autonom y d id  no t a p p e a r  a d eq u a te  fo r  th e  a u th o r  th e y  in te n d e d  h e r  to  b e .
S eek ing  to  re s to re  h e r  "equilibrium " th ro u g h  w ork  w hich p u t  
h e rs e lf  " a t th e  c e n te r  of h e r  l ife ,"  Simone accep ts  a  te a ch in g  p o s t in  
M a rs e il le /2 While de  B eauvoir den ies th a t  Simone was rea lly  r is k in g  
s ta g n a tio n  in  h e r  P a ris ian  life , sh e  n e v e rth e le s s  adm its th a t  sh e  will r e ta in  
all h e r  life  "a d is tu rb in g  memory" of th is  p e rio d  in  w hich sh e  fe a re d  to  
b e tra y  h e r  y o u th fu l am bitions (95 ). In  M arseille Sim one's am bitions to  be  
h a p p y  a n d  a w r ite r  b e g in  to  coalesce. T he y e a r  p ro v e s  to b e  a n  
"ab so lu te ly  new" tu rn in g  p o in t in  w hich Simone b re a k s  th e  cycle  o f 
eu p h o ric  h ig h s  a n d  d e p re sse d  lows a n d  is p ro d u c tiv e  w ithou t any  
dim inishm ent of v ig o r . H er a c tiv itie s  o u tsid e  o f tea ch in g  a re  p rim arily  
so lita ry  a n d  th is  b y  choice: th re a te n e d  b y  h e r  dep en d en ce  on o th e r s ,  sh e
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tak es as h e r  model th e  "lone woman" p a tte rn e d  in  K atherine  M ansfield 's 
Jo u rn a l an d  lives fo r  no one (104, 118). In  keep ing  w ith th e  h ab its  of h e r  
y o u th , she  p u rsu e s  h e r  new -found h app iness th ro u g h  e x cess: h e r  
m arathon w alking to u r s , p lanned  and  followed acco rd ing  to h e r  own 
am bitious sc h ed u le s , a re  th e  ta lk  of th e  school an d  do not se cu re  h e r  many 
f r ie n d s . R eacting  a g a in s t h e r  o th e r-o rie n te d  e x is te n ce , Simone re lies  
again  on th e  an tido te  of h e r  g irlhood , so litude , to reaffirm  th e  autonom y 
she  believed  n e c e ssa ry  fo r  h e r  a u th o rs h ip . B ut de B eauvo ir's  claims 
n o tw ith s tan d in g , th e  so litude  was as incom plete as th e  autonom y: Simone 
was c u ltiv a tin g  autonom y w ith in  re la tio n sh ip .
I t  seems f i tt in g  th a t ,  se q u es te red  in  h e r  c a fe -b ra sse r ie  of choice, 
Simone beg in s ex p lo rin g  in  h e r  new novel " th e  m irage of th e  O th e r ."  T his 
topic b esp eak s h e r  in se c u rity  and  defensiveness abou t how re la tio n sh ip s  
th re a te n  autonom y. Viewing th e  O ther as a  m irage f ig u ra lly  d isso lves i t  
an d  th e  th re a t  i t  poses to  an  autonom y w hich in trin s ica lly  opposes se lf  to 
o th e r . H er re s p ite  in  M arseille from th e  com peting a ttra c tio n s  of p e rso n a l 
am bition an d  a  love re la tionsh ip  w ith an  O th er allowed Simone th e  
p e rsp e c tiv e  sh e  needed  to b eg in  in v es tig a tin g  th is  con flic t. B u t th e  y e a r  
in  M arseille is  only a  b eg in n in g , and  Simone's hold on th e  top ic  a p p ea rs  
sim plistic an d  naive b y  de B eauvo ir's  1959 s ta n d a rd s . H er re la tio n sh ip  to  
o th e rs  would become th e  p reem inent su b jec t of h e r  w ritin g s , b u t  she  was 
n o t, a s  she  sa id , y e t dealing  fra n k ly  w ith th e  topic (95, 146). O nly w hen 
sh e  r e tu r n s  to P a r is , teach in g , see ing  S a r tre  on w eekends, an d  w ork ing  
on h e r  f i r s t  p u b lish ed  novel, L 'In v ite e , d id  she  fin d  h e rse lf  w ritin g  w ith 
a u th e n tic ity  ab o u t "la  conscience d 'a u tru i"  (360). She h ad  f i r s t  to accep t 
th e  fac t of th e  se p a ra ten e ss  of su b jec ts  from h e rse lf  b e fo re  sh e  could see
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h e rse lf  as one among many and  move out of a  m e-versus-them , se lf- 
v e rs u s -o th e rs  m entality (147) . In  o th e r w ords, only b y  affirm ing  th e  
autonom y o f o th ers  could she move beyond autonom y as an  ideology. 
W riting abou t "la conscience d 'a u tru i" affo rded  Simone a chance to expand  
h e r  you th fu l individualism  enough to admit th e  lim itations b e se ttin g  any­
one ind iv idua l, as well a s  c lasses of indiv iduals in  s tra iten e d  
c ircum stances. T his po in t she  makes p a rtic u la rly  in  P y rrh u s  e t C ineas. 
U ndoubted ly , th e  topic of O th e rn ess , which would lite ra lly  au th o rize  h e r  
a s  a  w rite r  of fiction (L’Inv it£e ) an d  as a w rite r  o f fem inist th e o ry  (The 
Second S ex) , chose h e r  in so fa r as she  was w ritin g  out th e  questions 
em broiling h e r  own sub ject position . And y e t i t  is  also tru e  th a t she  chose 
i t  and  th u s  made it h e r  own topic. T his am biguity  is ,  I th in k , e ssen tia l to 
an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of how de Beauvoir rev ises  contem porary  no tions abou t 
a u th o rsh ip . In  an y  e v en t, th e  sub ject of O therness was "more" h e rs  th an  
S a r tre 's  s in ce , as M argaret Simons has show n, de B eauvoir's w ritings on 
th e  O th e r in fluenced  S a rtre  to incorpora te  i t  in  h is  own w ritings and  not 
th e  o th e r  way around  (Simons 169).
What is  th e  significance of th e  fact th a t Simone needed to re s to re  
th e  illusion of h e r  sep a ra ten ess  and  autonomy from  all o th e rs  ("se p a ra te d  
from  my p a s t  and  all th a t I loved") befo re  she could examine how liv ing  
w ith  o th e rs  re n d e rs  p u re ly  autonomous action impossible? Read from  a 
g e n d e r-n e u tra l  p e rsp ec tiv e , i t  is an irony  of th e  te x t ,  o r a  con trad ic tion  
of th e  logic which de B eauvoir considers h e r  em ancipator.1,3 Read from a  
g e n d e r-se n s itiv e  po in t of view , how ever, th e  breakdow n in  logic p ro v id es 
a  sa lien t con trad ic tion . Lee Hewitt has w ritten  th a t those  ju n c tu re s  w here 
de B eauvo ir's  c ritiq u e  of bourgeois individualism  fails in  h e r
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autobiographies reveal h e r  troubled  relationship  to fem ininity as she 
conceives i t . But  contradiction , nonlinear anecdotal p ro g ress io n , and 
res is tan ce  to  explanatory  rigo r do not constitu te  a "w eakness” of the  te x t .  
Beyond su g g estin g  n a rra tiv e  innovation—Hewitt’s po in t—th e y  m anifest 
the  conflicts th a t occur when the  masculine ideologies of au th o rsh ip  
confront de B eauvoir’s bourgeois feminine accu ltu ration ; and th ey  open 
up th e  possib ility  of seeing  critically  what is masculine and what is not 
about de B eauvoir's partic ipa tion  in  the  in stitu tion  of au th o rsh ip . 
A dm ittedly, th e  topic of ”la conscience d 'a u tru i" prov ided  de Beauvoir 
with a  focus fo r effecting  a  rapprochem ent betw een self and o th e rs , 
betw een autonomy and be ing -in -re la tion , and  to a ce rta in  ex ten t La Force 
de l’Age dem onstrates th is  rapprochem ent. De B eauvoir, a f te r  a ll, learns 
to discipline h e rse lf as a  w riter and  publishes h e r  w ritin g s , while still 
p u ttin g  life and  the  o thers who a re  h e r world f i r s t .  B ut th e  sy n th esis  is 
im perfect, fo r the  te x t does not p e rfec tly  syn thesize  au tho r-iza tion  and 
o ther-iza tion . I t  shows the  rough  edges of th a t au thp riza tion , exposing  
m atters which continue to vex the  u n d e rs tan d in g  of th e  a u th o r now as 
au tob iographer try in g  to  situa te  herse lf and  h e r  w ritin g s .
If  Miller is co rre c t, de Beauvoir was aw are th a t she was be ing  read  
as a woman a u th o r and she inscribes th is  aw areness in  h e r  
autobiographical tex ts  (Subject 50). De B eauvoir's au thobiographies 
m anifest th is  aw areness in overt and covert w ays. I a rg u ed  ea rlie r th a t in  
The Second Sex de Beauvoir began  w riting  about h e r rela tionsh ip  to  o th er 
women a t th e  same time th a t she began problem atizing the  p ro fession  of 
au tho rsh ip  as a means of emancipation fo r women; b u t in  th a t te x t  h e r  
identification of women w ith h e rse lf  overshadow s h e r  la rge ly  implicit
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identification w ith o th er women. The fact of Simone's feminine 
accu ltu ration  is fo regrounded  in  th e  v e ry  title  of Memoirs, b u t in  th a t tex t 
vestiges of de B eauvoir's individualism  a re  still s tro n g  enough to d istance 
h e r  from th e  general lot of d a u g h te rs . In  La Force de l'Age de Beauvoir 
makes a  few overt attem pts to confront the  question  of h e r  re la tionsh ip  to 
fem ininity , and  th en  th e  predom inant theme of th ese  passages is  Simone's 
d esired  autonom y. In  a passage a lready  c ited , de Beauvoir d is tingu ishes 
h e r  sense of autonomy from S a r tre 's . Her refe rence  th e re  to gender 
d ifference  in s is ts  upon th e  fact th a t fo r women opp ressed  b y  cu ltu ra l 
im peratives recommending dependence, th e  illusion of indiv idual autonomy 
is  p a rticu la rly  enabling and should not be e ith e r assum ed o r debunked  too 
qu ick ly .
A more complicated, long passage connecting de Beauvoir w ith 
w om en-others occurs tow ards th e  end of P a rt I ,  a f te r  Simone has overcome 
(d£pass6e) the  p ara ly sis  th a t h e r  o th er-o rien ted  existence c re a te d . In  
th e  course  of summarizing h e r  grow th from you th  to m atu rity , de Beauvoir 
reh e a rse s  h e r  e rro rs  of bourgeois individualism  and  fo rg ives them: "The 
im perfect cu ltu re  th a t I acqu ired  was n ecessa ry  to its  d&passement"
(415). Specifically, h e r  in ternalization  of indiv idualistic  values was 
n ecessa ry  to h e r  goal to "make books,"  the  goal on which h e r  sa tisfac tion  
in  life depends (415). The implication is th a t she has sh ru g g e d  off like an 
u n n ecessa ry  garm ent h e r  belief in  individual autonom y; and indeed , h e r  
own in fin ite  and  im precise ambitions as an  individual were modified a t th e  
same time th a t ,  th ro u g h  h e r  fic tion , h e r  philosophy, and  h e r  e ssay s she 
began  to  explore the  fin itude  of individual ex istence  due to movement 
th ro u g h  h is to ry  as o r w ith o th e rs . B ut she chooses th is  tex tu a l moment to
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co n sid er h e r  re la tionsh ip  to fem ininity  a s  a n  a u th o r  a n d  backslides in to
m aintain ing  th e  im portance of au tonom y. In  a  s ty lis tica lly  w andering
d ig re ss io n , de B eauvoir defensive ly  den ies (in  re sp o n se  to im aginary
re a d e rs ' accusa tions) th a t  h e r  au tho riza tion  was accom plished a t  th e
ex p en se  of h e r  fem inin ity . B ecause of i ts  im portance , I will quo te  th is
p assag e  a t  len g th :
My e ffo rt had  b een , to th e  c o n tra ry , to  define  in  i ts  p a r tic u la r ity  
th e  fem inine condition th a t is  m ine. I rece iv ed  an  education  a s  a  
y o u n g  g ir l;  a f te r  my s tu d ie s  w ere fin ish ed , my situ a tio n  rem ained 
th a t of a  woman in  th e  h e a r t  of a society  w here  th e  sexes co n s titu te  
two d is tin c t c a s te s . In  many c ircu m stan ces, I re a c te d  as th e  woman 
I w as. * For reaso n s th a t I have p rec ise ly  exposed  in  T he Second 
S e x , women, more th a n  m en, experience  th e  need to have a  sk y  
above th e ir  heads; th e y  a re n 't  g iven  th e  tem pering  th a t  makes 
a d v e n tu re rs  . . . ; th ey  h e s ita te  to p u t  th e  world in  qu estio n  from  
top to  bottom and  to  take  charge  of i t .  T h ere fo re  i t  su ited  me to 
live in  th e  m anner of a  man whom I esteem ed as my su p e rio r; my 
am bitions, a lthough  s tu b b o rn , s tay ed  timid an d  th e  co u rse  o f th e  
w orld , if  i t  in te re s te d  me, was not all th e  same my a ffa ir . H ow ever, 
i t  h as  been  seen  th a t I a ttach ed  little  im portance to  th e  rea l 
conditions of my life: I believed  th a t  n o th in g  h in d ered  my will. I 
d id  not d en y  my fem inin ity , n o r did I assum e i t ;  I d id n 't  th in k  
abou t i t .  I had  th e  same lib e rtie s  and  th e  same resp o n sib ilitie s  a s  
m en. The m alediction th a t w eighs on th e  g re a te r  p a r t  of women— 
dependence—was sp a re d  me. To gain a  liv ing  in  i ts e lf  is no t a  goal; 
b u t  only  b y  doing th a t  does one a tta in  a  solid  in te r io r  autonom y. If  
I reca ll w ith  emotion my a rr iv a l in  M arseille, i t  is  because  I fe l t ,  on 
th e  top of th e  g re a t s ta ir s ,  w hat pow er [force] I d rew  from  my 
m etier and  even  from  th e  obstacles I was ob liged  to  co n fro n t. To b e  
m aterially  se lf-su ff ic ie n t, th a t is to  experience  life a s  a to ta l 
ind iv idua l; o th e r  th a n  th a t I could re fu se  moral pa rasitism  and  i ts  
dan g ero u s com placence. On th e  o th e r  h a n d , n e ith e r  S a r tre  n o r a n y  
of my fr ien d s  e v e r  m anifested tow ards me a su p e r io r  a tt i tu d e . I t  
th e re fo re  n e v e r ap p ea red  th a t  I was d isad v an tag ed . I know today  
th a t  fo r  me to w rite , I m ust f i r s t  sa y : "I am a  woman"; b u t  my 
fem ininity  has not co n s titu ted  a  b o th e r  o r an  alibi fo r  me. In  an y  
case , fem ininity is  one of th e  g ivens of my h is to ry , no t an  
exp lication  of it  (417-418; my em phasis). * [In  a  footnote h e re  she  
reaaffirm s h e r  th e s is  in  T he Second Sex th a t  fem ininity  is  a  
s itu a tio n  r a th e r  th a n  a  n a tu ra l e ssen ce . ]
T h is p assag e  is s tr ik in g  in  th e  way de B eauvoir positions h e rse lf  
w ith  and  a g a in st a  fem ininity  whose in fluence  on h e r  c h a ra c te r  she  cannot 
d en y  an d  will n o t , w ith an y  " r ig o r ,"  exp la in . She calls h e r  choice to
affilia te  h e rse lf  w ith a  "su p e rio r"  man who sa tis fie s  h e r  need  to  feel a  " sk y  
overhead" (reca ll th e  ea rlie r  re fe ren ce  to S a r tre  as h e r  sk y  [c ie l] ) as  
d is tin c tly  fem inine: fem inine becau se , b y  h e r  own defin ition , fem ininity  
d e sc rib e s  th e  s ta te  of women's in fe rio rity  to men. B ut she  claims to have  
escaped  th e  "parasitism " of h e r  fem inine s itu a tio n  th ro u g h  m aterial se lf-  
su ffic ien cy ; th e  " in te rio r autonom y" she  gains in  e a rn in g  a  liv in g  a p p e a rs  
as a  s ta te  of consciousness alien to  fem inin ity . And y e t fem inine she  
rem ains, in  some fash ion , fo r  she  say s she will no t deny  i t .  T h e re  is  in  
th is  p assag e  an  im patience w ith so r tin g  out w hat is  and  w hat is  not 
fem inine in  h e r  e x is te n c e : and  p e rh a p s  th is  im patience is  not e n tire ly  
un reasonab le  since e v e ry  a sp ec t of a  woman's life does no t boil down to 
g e n d e r accu ltu ra tio n  (R iley 96-114). N ev erth e less , w hen de B eauvoir 
den ies th in k in g  abou t h e r  fem ininity  (" I d id n 't  th in k  abou t i t " ) , sh e  belies 
no t ju s t  th e  te x t a t  hand  b u t h e r  e n tire  in v estig a tio n  of O th e rn ess  as it  
has grow n ou t of h e r  gendered  experience  of inexac t b o u n d a rie s  betw een  
se lf  an d  o th e r s . 45 By calling a tten tio n  to h e r  M arseille ex p erien ce  in  th is  
c o n tex t and  th e  obstacles to au th o rsh ip  she th e re  co n fro n ted , she 
in d ica te s  one way in  w hich she a t  leas t th in k s  a g a in s t h e r  fem in in ity : 
nam ely, Women need to  f ig h t fo r  autonom y to  p u rsu e  vocations a p a r t  from  
th e ir  re la tio n sh ip s  w ith o th e rs . Given th is  p a ssa g e 's  placem ent w ith in  th e  
sum m ary of Simone's au th o riza tio n , th e  implication is th a t women seek in g  
a u th o riza tio n /au th o rsh ip  like de B eauvoir may be  called u p o n , no t to den y  
th e ir  fem in in ity , b u t  to have reco u rse  to th e  illusion  of a  m asculine 
autonom y—w hich th e y  may o therw ise  d is t r u s t—in  o rd e r  to com pensate fo r  
fem in in ity 's  im potence in  a  m asculine w ork c o n te x t.46
T he passage  cited  above is  th e  most ex tended—and most 
convoluted—deliberation  on fem ininity in  the  t e x t . T here  is  an o th e r in  
which de B eauvoir signals w ith more categorical a ssu ran ce  h e r  deviance 
from conventional feminine norm s. Im portan tly , it occurs a t  th e  poin t in  
th e  n a rra tio n  when de Beauvoir s te p s  up  h e r  re fe ren ces to Simone's fea r  
o f/d es ire  fo r autonom y and so litude (90) . De B eauvoir's nominal topic is 
m arriage and  ch ild ren , b u t aga in , autonomy will f ig u re  predom inantly .
She explains th a t before  Simone left fo r  M arseille, S a r tre  m entioned th e  
option of m arriage to ease h e r  sep ara tio n  an x ie ty . De Beauvoir declares 
th a t she was not tem pted b y  th is  suggestion  fo r an  in s ta n t. She describes 
a t leng th  bo th  th e  in h e re n t problem s of m arriage and th e  d an g er of 
p u ttin g  S a rtre  in  a position which she  knew he would d e te s t . B ut h e r  
em phasis on avoiding compromising S a rtre  is unm istakable; as fo r  h e rse lf , 
Simone ap p ea rs  to have been  less repelled  th an  not su ffic ien tly  a ttra c te d  
b y  th e  p ro sp ec t of m arriage. She lacked , th ey  b o th  lacked , w hat de 
B eauvoir considers " the  only motive . . . w eighty  enough to  convince u s  
to  in flic t on ou rse lves th e  bonds th a t a re  called legitim ate: th e  d esire  to  
have ch ild ren ; we did not experience th is  desire" (91). She in s is ts  h e re  
as she does in  o th e r w ritings and  in terv iew s th a t she  n e v er w anted to 
b e a r  and  ra ise  ch ild ren , a lthough  "a little  o lder, ch ild ren  have o ften  
charm ed me" (90). De B eauvoir a tte s ts  to receiv ing  continual questions 
and  criticism  fo r  th is  absence  of a  m aternal d e s ire , a s if she  w ere re fu s in g  
a  "n a tu ra l"  life sc rip t (S a r tre , of co u rse , was n ev er Similarly in te rro g a te d  
about h is  re fu sa l of p a te rn i ty ) . 47 She knows h e rse lf to  be  beyond 
rep ro ach  in  h e r  decision not to have ch ild ren , and  indeed  she  is . 
N ev erth e le ss , in  an o th e r long p a ra g ra p h  she  curiously  defends h e r
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decision to re s is t the  feminine life -sc rip t of m atern ity . The reasons a re  
v a ried , b u t two prom inent themes a re  developed: 1) she has an aversion  
to family life , and  2) she values w riting /p roduction  over child­
b earin g /rep ro d u ctio n  .
De B eauvoir's aversion  to family corresponds to  the  re la tive  
absence of family members in La Force de l'A ge; and h e r  m apping of the 
familial onto the  m aternal corresponds to the  absence of h e r  m other, 
F rancoise, in  th is  te x t. In  Memoirs de Beauvoir explains how in h e r  
y o u th , Simone adored  her m other, who played severa l essential ro les a t  
once: n u r tu re r ,  sp iritua l role-m odel, a ss is tan t ed u ca to r. B ut Simone's 
fa th e r  ascended  in  im portance d u rin g  h e r adolescence, especially  as 
Simone sought to confirm his estimation of h e r  as a little  man. She began  
a t th a t time to loosen her identification w ith F rancoise, whose cloying 
dependence, dom esticity, and  m aternity  con trasted  unfavorably  w ith the  
world of knowledge Simone hungered  fo r . By young adulthood, Simone 
ap p ea rs  to have defused identification w ith e ith e r  p a re n t in  h e r general 
depassem ent of h e r p a s t . De Beauvoir says in  La Force de l'A ge: ''I  fe lt 
so little  affin ity  with my p a ren ts  th a t in advance th e  sons and  daugh te rs 
th a t I could have had appeared  to me as s tr a n g e rs ; I banked on th e ir  
indifference or hostility  so much th a t I had an aversion  fo r th e  familial 
life" (91). The implication is th a t Simone an ticipated  rep roduc ing  in  any  
ch ild ren  she might have h e r  own indifference o r hostility  tow ards h e r 
p a re n ts—tow ards h e r m other, in  p a rticu la r, since imagining h e rse lf  in  
h e r  m other's shoes, a s  a  prim ary p a re n t , is what calls up  the  p ro jec ted  
fee lin g s .
232
Such a p red ic tion  su g g ests  de B eauvoir's p ro lep tic  u n d e rs tan d in g  
of what Nancy Chodorow calls "the rep roduction  of m othering ." Chodorow 
w rite s ,
Women's m othering includes the  capacities fo r its  own 
rep roduction . This rep roduction  consists in  th e  production  of 
women w ith , and  men w ithout, the  p a rticu la r psychological 
capacities and  stance which go into prim ary  p a re n tin g  (206).
More specifically ,
Women's m othering, th en , p roduces psychological se lf- 
definition and capacities app rop ria te  to m othering in  women, and  
cu rta ils  and  inh ib its these  capacities and  th is  se lf-defin ition  in  
men. The early  experience of being  cared  fo r by  a woman p roduces 
a fundam ental s tru c tu re  of expectations in  women and men 
concern ing  m others' lack of sep ara te  in te re s ts  from th e ir  in fan ts 
and  to tal concern fo r th e ir  in fan ts ' welfare (208).
Chodorow maintains th a t d au g h te rs  grow up iden tify ing  w ith these
m others, b u t p rov ides fo r cases like de B eauvoir's when th e  d au g h te r
critica lly  re s is ts  th is  identification.
M other-daughter relationships in  which the  m other has no o th er 
adu lt su p p o rt o r meaningful work and  rem ains am bivalently a ttached  
to h e r  own m other produce am bivalent attachm ent and  inability  to 
sep ara te  in  d a u g h te rs . Those aspec ts  of feminine personality  which 
rep roduce  m othering become d is to rted  (213).
De B eauvoir's most susta ined  examination of h e r conflicted rela tionsh ip
w ith h e r  m other is th e  n a rra tiv e  she wrote a f te r  Frangoise 's death  in  1964,
Une Mort T res Douce; i t  is the  te x t th a t immediately follows de B eauvoir's
autobiographical in q u iry  into h e r  au th o rsh ip . T hat autobiographical
n a rra tiv e  re p re se n ts  De B eauvoir's ambivalent identification  w ith
Frangoise: while she sh a res  h e r  m other's commitment to liv ing  (v iv re ) ,
she  re jec ts  Frangoise 's self-containm ent and m istru st of critica l in q u iry
which dogmatic subscrip tion  to  orthodox Catholicism p ro d u c e d .48 I
would a rg u e  th a t de B eauvoir's silence on the  topic of h e r  f i r s t  O ther in
La Force de L 'A ge, th e  te x t in  which she shows h e rse lf w restling  against
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th e  re p ro d u c tio n  of m othering  in  o rd e r  to  become a n  a u th o r ,  h a s  th is
am bivalen t id en tifica tio n  w ith  F rancoise  as an  im portan t s u b te x t .  De
B eauvoir u n d e rs to o d  h e r  re jec tio n  of m atern ity  a s  a  re jec tion  of h e r
m o th e r 's  life  s c r ip t;  an d  she  u se s  th is  re jec tion  as a  vo te  of confidence
p re c ise ly  w hen , in  h e r  re c o n s tru c tio n  of h e r  p a s t ,  sh e  reco llec ts  h e r
anx io u s se a rc h  fo r  in d iv idua tion  and  a u to n o m y /9
T he  vote a g a in s t a  m aternal d e s tin y  g e n e ra te s  in  th e  p a ssa g e  a
concom itant vo te  fo r  an  au th o ria l d e s tin y :
A n d , on th e  o th e r  h a n d , m a te rn ity  did  no t a p p e a r to me com patible 
w ith  th e  p a th  I was committed t o : I knew  th a t  in  o rd e r  to  become a 
w r ite r  I n eed ed  a lot of time an d  l ib e r ty . I d id  n o t d e te s t  d ea lin g  
w ith  [jo u e r ] d iff ic u lty ; b u t  a  game was no t a t  is su e : th e  v a lu e , th e  
v e ry  se n se  [se n s ]  o f my life was in  q u estio n . For me to r is k  
com prom ising them , a child  would have had  to  re p re s e n t  in  my ey es 
an  accom plishm ent a s  e sse n tia l a s  a  w ork [o e u v re ] : th is  was no t th e  
case  (9 2 ).
De B eauvo ir h e re  c re a te s  th e  dichotom y betw een  p ro d u c tio n  and  
re p ro d u c tio n  th a t  re c e n t fem inist c ritic ism  h as d isc re d ite d  (se e  Ja g g a r  
an d  M cB ride). H er dichotom y re f le c ts  a  m asculine b ia s  a g a in s t 
rep ro d u c tio n  and  a  co rre sp o n d in g  p r iv ile g in g  of p u b lic  p ro d u c tio n  w h ich , 
in  M artha Noel E v an s ' w o rd s , m akes h e r  w ritin g  fu n c tio n  like a  "c u ltu ra l 
co n tracep tio n "  (6 7 ). In  a d d itio n , th e re  a re  rh e to ric a l s le ig h ts  of han d  
w hich in v ite  c la rifica tion . T he v e ry  term s of th e  dichotom y defy  
com parison b ecau se  de  B eauvo ir ba lances th e  w ork  of w ritin g  a g a in s t th e  
n a tu ra l  b e a r in g  of ch ild ren  in s te a d  of a g a in s t th e  w ork  o f c h ild - re a r in g . 
And de B eau v o ir 's  claim to  b e  committed to th e  p a th  of a u th o rsh ip  a p p e a rs  
specious s ince  i t  is  Sim one's lack  of prom ise and  commitment in  th e  
b u s in e ss  o f w ritin g  th a t  leads de B eauvoir to  r e p re s e n t  h e r  th o u g h ts  on 
m a te rn ity . De B eau v o ir, w ritin g  a f te r  th e  fa c t ,  cu rio u s ly  d iffu se s  
Sim one's d o u b ts  ab o u t h e r  vocation  w hen b ro ach in g  th is  to p ic ; o r  r a th e r
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sh e  com pensates fo r  th e  nebu lous q u a lity  o f Sim one's conflict be tw een  
autonom y an d  b e in g -in -re la tio n sh ip  w ith o th e rs  b y  c o n s tru in g  th e  conflict 
in  m athem atical te rm s of p lu s  o r  m inus: to have  o r  no t to  have  a b a b y .
De B eauvo ir p re s e n te d  au th o ria l an d  m aternal d e s tin ie s  as 
incom patible fo r  h e r  s ince  th e  model of c h ild -re a r in g  sh e  had  
in h e r ite d /in te rn a liz e d  an d  th e  c a re e r  sh e  a sp ire d  to  a p p e a re d  m utually  
e x c lu s iv e , Like S te in  sh e  came to  view m etier as a  s in g u la r  an d  life ­
consum ing a ffa ir ;  on ly  th e  e ig h ties  have  a ttem p ted  to hero ize  th e  
Supermom f ig u re , long  th e  norm  among w o rk in g -c la ss  women who pu lled  
o ff two sh if ts  of w ork—in  and  ou t of th e  home—w ithou t f a n f a r e .50 B ut 
de B eau v o ir 's  vo te  a g a in s t c h ild -re a r in g  n o tw ith s ta n d in g , i t  is  c le a r , 
s ince  Une Mort T re s  Douce ap p ea re d  a  few y e a rs  a f te r  La Force de l 'A g e , 
th a t  de B eau v o ir 's  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith m ate rn ity  an d  h e r  id en tifica tio n  
w ith h e r  m other w ere h a rd ly  f in ish e d . More to  th e  p o in t, de  B eau v o ir 's  
re c o n s tru c tio n  of h e r  a u th o riza tio n  in  La Force de l'A ge d em o n stra te s  
some sa lie n t, v e s tig ia l e ffe c ts  of Sim one's m aternal id en tifica tio n . T he 
v e ry  fa c t th a t  Sim one's s tru g g le  fo r  autonom y was re so lv e d , n o t b y  a 
choice b e tw een  autonom y and  o th e rn e s s , b u t  b y  a s o r t  of compromise 
be tw een  them  in  th e  p redom inan t them e of h e r  w ritin g , shou ld  be  
u n d e rs to o d  a s  one su c h  e f fe c t . Even if  one a cc ep ts  th e  c u r r e n t  fem inist 
view th a t  th e  re p re s s io n  of th e  M other u ltim ately  h e lp s  p e rp e tu a te  g e n d e r  
h ie ra rc h ie s , de  B eau v o ir 's  in s is ten c e  on th e  O th e r can  s till  b e  u n d e rs to o d  
as m itiga ting  th e  s e v e r i ty  of th a t  re p re s s io n . ' 'C onscience d 'a u tr u i" 
re in tro d u c e s  th e  s t r e n g th s  o f m a te rn ity , i f  no t th e  m aterna l f ig u re  
h e rs e lf ,  b a ck  in to  au th o ria l p ro d u c tio n .
T he s ty le  and  s t ru c tu re  of La Force de l'A ge re in fo rce  th is  la s t 
p o in t . I began  d isc u ss in g  th is  au thob iog raphy  w ith th e  rem ark  th a t  i ts  
n a rra tiv e  fo rm lessness has e v e ry th in g  to do w ith de B eauvo ir's  evo lv ing  
c ritiq u e  of a u th o rs h ip . She beg ins th e  te x t b y  announcing  an  o p en -en d ed  
se a rc h  fo r  th e  sen s of h e r  life as an  a u th o r a n d , f a r  from a rr iv in g  a t  firm  
conclusions abou t h e rse lf , p ro v id es a c u ltu ra l landscape of P a ris  and  
indeed  much of F rance  d u rin g  th e  th ir t ie s  and  early  fo r t ie s . T he v e ry  
fac t th a t  h e r  te x t is  reg u la r ly  u sed  as an  ev id en tia ry  rec o rd  abou t o th e rs ' 
lives a t te s ts  to i ts  su ccess  in  p o rtra y in g  th e  b lu r r in g  of b o u n d arie s  
be tw een  Simone and  h e r  w orld d u rin g  th ese  c ritica l y e a rs  of h e r  
a u th o riza tio n . While so litude  and  autonom y is w hat de B eauvoir 
re p re s e n ts  h e rse lf  s tru g g lin g  fo r , th is  re p re se n ta tio n  occu rs in  tandem  
w ith  a  re p re se n ta tio n  of a crowd of o th e rs , th e  im portance of whom 
m itigates w hat autonom y Simone ach iev e s . H er p rim ary  valo riza tion  of life 
in  h is to ry , an d  not ju s t  h e r  iso lated  ex is ten ce , g re a tly  in fluenced  th e  way 
in  w hich h e r  s tru g g le  to  be  an  a u th o r  was reso lved  a n d , in  tu r n ,  
in fluences th e  way de B eauvoir w rites th e  s to ry  of h e r  a u th o riza tio n . H er 
movement as an  a u th o r  is  continually  ou tw ard—in to  life an d  in to  th e  
w orld , o th e rs ' w orlds: i t  has no sing le  d irec tion  o r s e n s . In d ee d , she  
claims to  have  abandoned  h e r  illu so ry  autonom y and  d iscovered  h e rse lf  
" sc a tte re d  ov e r th e  fo u r  c o rn e rs  of th e  e a r th , bound  b y  all my f ib e rs  to 
each and  all" (424). H er re p re se n ta tio n  of h e rse lf  is th u s  u n s ta b le  since 
w hat sh e  re p re s e n ts  w ith all those  anecdotes is th e  flux  of h e r  in te rc o u rse  
w ith  th e  w orld . Only g rad u a lly , she  p o s its , d id  she  grow  a t  ease  w ith  
life 's  o th e rn e ss  and  con tingency—in  a way th a t  S a r tre  n e v e r  w ould—an d  
come to  allow h e r  w ritin g  to ab so rb  th is  con tingency . T h is and  th e  la s t
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au thobiography a re  nothing if not the  reco rds of th is  reconciliation, 
im parting as th ey  do a  view of de Beauvoir, not d irec ting  h e r  life, b u t 
caugh t in  its  flow, w riting  and  responding  to and challenging i t .
The in sistence  w ith which th e  contingency of life and  circum stance 
d is ru p ts  n a rra tiv e  p ro g ress  in stan tia tes  the  v igo r de Beauvoir knows is 
h e r  m other's most enabling legacy to h e r; what she does not acknowledge 
b u t what is nevertheless tru e  is  th a t  th is legacy is h e r  s ig n a tu re  tra i t  a s  
an  a u th o r. Her candid , p eripa te tic  w riting  sty le  e x p re sses  the  fa lseness 
of a  choice betw een self and  o th ers  which the m ini-conversion plot (and 
especially the  discussion of m aternity) seems to se t u p . M oreover, none 
of de B eauvoir's statem ents about h e r u rg e n t joie de v ivre evokes w ith the  
force of th e  te x t 's  form the way of th ink ing  th a t led h e r  as a w rite r 
tow ards h e r  "own" feminine sty le  of au th o rsh ip . Her n a rra tiv e  evokes 
im pressions of abundance and v igo r, relationship  to o th e rs  and immersion 
in  th e  w orld, b u t not w ithout the  exercise  of reason and  the  stud ied  
p u rsu it  of tang ib le , material goals. O thers—who might be the  ex traneous 
no th ing  to a  more se lf-o rien ted , o rig in -o rien ted  au tho r review ing his 
a u th o rsh ip —appear th rough  the  fly ing  focus of de B eauvoir's 
au thobiography  as hav ing  ev ery th in g  to do w ith h e r "en trep rise  
d 'e c r ire . ' ' Ambivalent attachm ent to Frangoise m eans, a lte rn a tiv e ly , 
am bivalent detachm ent from the  persons whose lives she  touches as 
teach e r, c ritic , w rite r , co rresponden t, and  trav e le r in th e  y ears  d u rin g  
and  following h e r  au thor-iza tion . In  G reek, th e  ambi in  "am bivalent" 
means "on bo th  o r all s id e s ."  Enabling the  n a rra tiv e  to describe  Simone's 
movement tow ards b o th  autonomy and relationship  in h e r  au thoriza tion  is  
th e  p rim ary  contribution  de B eauvoir's sty le  makes to  h e r critique  of
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au tho rsh ip  in th is  te x t. And th is  is  a  radical rev ision  of the  au thor=self 
(au tho r v s . o ther) paradigm  th a t the  male authobiographies in  th is  s tu d y  
epitom ize.
IV Conclusion: Relationships with R eaders in La Force des Choses
S ty listically , La Force des Choses continues and in tensifies the
n a rra tiv e  diffusion of La Force de l rA ge. In th is culm inating te x t of h e r
au thob iography , de Beauvoir rep re se n ts  h e r  experiences as a popu lar and
successfu l au th o r with purposefu l p lu ra lity  of fo cu s . At the  end of the
f ir s t  volume, in  th e  im portant In terlude  where she re flec ts  on h e r  w ork,
de Beauvoir concludes with a descrip tion  of h e r autobiographical work:
The background , trag ic  o r se ren e , on which my experiences r ise  up 
gives them th e ir  tru e  sense and constitu tes u n ity : I have avoided 
b ind ing  them by  tran sitions which would be univocal and  th ere fo re  
artific ial ( I , 375).
Forgoing thematic un ity  and  univocality in  favo r of g re a te r  b rea d th  and  
flex ib ility , de Beauvoir w rites a te x t th a t asks not to be considered  as 
a r t :  "No; not a work of a r t ,  b u t my life in  its  im pulses, its  d is tre s se s , its  
jo lts , my life which tr ie s  to speak fo r itse lf and not to se rv e  as a p re te x t 
to elegance (I , 8 ). La Force de l'Age helps us make sense  of th is  rejection 
of univocality and of artific ial connectivity  betw een the  ensemble of 
experiences and reflections re la ted  in  these  te x ts . Having "sca tte red  
h e rse lf over the  fou r q u a rte rs  of the  w orld ," de Beauvoir adopts a 
n a rra tiv e  sty le  th a t a rg u es not ju s t fo r h e r  immersion in  th e  world of 
o th e rs , b u t fo r th a t w orld 's perm eation of h e r  life and  consciousness. If 
it  were solely h e r  consciousness th a t organized the  world she would have 
emplotted h e r  te x t with h e r  self as th e  s ta r  a ttrac tio n . In s tead , i t  is the  
rec ip rocity  of h e r  rela tions with the  w orld, especially as a pub lish ing
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a u th o r ,  th a t  o rg an izes  h e r  re -c re a te d  e x p e rien c e . She r e p re s e n ts  th e  
f lu id ity  of th e se  re la tio n s  in  th e  f lu id ity  of h e r  p ro se :  "I a ttem p ted  to  
se ize  re a lity  in  i ts  d iv e rs ity  and  f lu id ity ; to sum m arize my re c it  in  d e fin ite  
w ords would b e  a s  a b e r ra n t  as tra n s la tin g  in to  p ro se  a good poem”
( I ,  3 7 5 ) .51
De B eau v o ir 's  u se  of th e  f ig u re  of th e  poem to s ig n ify  h e r  life 
in d ic a te s  th e  c e n tra l  p lace w hich l i te ra tu re  has h ad  in  h e r  movement 
th ro u g h  time an d  th e  c e n tra l  p lace i t  has in  h e r  life -w ritin g . U ntil now, 
h e r  a u th o b io g rap h y  has focused  p rim arily  on h e r  ro le  a s  th e  a u th o r  o f 
l i te ra tu re ;  in  La Force des C h o ses , sh e  develops h e r  ideas on  th e  r e a d e r 's  
ro le  in  a u th o riz in g  h e r  and  v a lid a tin g  h e r  w ritin g  e n te r p r is e . 52 
O ccasionally  sh e  p o s tu la te s  some fac e le ss , n e u te r  r e a d e r ,  m uch as 
W olfgang I s e r 's  re a d e r - re sp o n s e  critic ism  d id  a t  i ts  in cep tio n  in  th e  
s ix tie s . More ty p ic a lly , sh e  p o s its  specific  r e a d e r s ,  a n d  lo ts  of them . 
Sometimes th e  re a d e r  in  qu estio n  is de B eauvo ir h e rs e lf ,  re a d in g  o th e r s ' 
te x ts  b u t  a lso  h e r  ow n, espec ially  as she  tu r n s  th e  au to b io g rap h ica l 
p ro je c t b a c k  onto  i ts e lf  an d  d isc u sse s  th e  g en esis  a n d  w ritin g  o f T he 
Second S e x , Les M andarins, Memoirs, La Force de l 'A g e , a n d  th e  p re s e n t  
te x t .  T he re a d e r  is  sometimes S a r tr e ,  who in  th e  im p o rtan t Epilogue to 
th e  te x t  is  re in fo rce d  a s  th e  p rim ary  o th e r  who re a d s , c r i t iq u e s  an d  
e n co u rag e s  h e r  a u th o ria l p ro d u c tio n . A nd o ften  th e  re a d e rs  a re  women 
( ra re ly  men) who re sp o n d  to  h e r  w o rk s , w ith  l e t t e r s ,  rev iew s, a n d  
som etim es w ith  th e i r  own w r it in g .53 In  a te x t  th a t  tak e s  a s  i ts  su b je c t 
th e  de ta ils  of h e r  life a s  i t  assum es a  pub lic  d im ension , th e  c e n tra l p lace  of 
re a d e rs  of h e r  life /w ritin g  is  rem arkab le . De B eauvo ir is  a  s e lf ­
d e c e n te r in g  a u th o r  h e re . She b ro ad en s th e  ro le  o f o th e rs  developed  in  La
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Force de l'A ge to inc lude  re a d e rs  who assum e a  sh a re  in  h e r  w ork  an d  
a u th o r ity  a s  an  a u th o r .
De B eau v o ir 's  model of a u th o rs h ip , s t r e s s in g  comm unication w ith 
r e a d e rs ,  p ro v id e s  th e  co n tex t fo r  th e  conclud ing  movement of h e r  c r itiq u e  
of a u th o rs h ip . La Force des C hoses d e sc rib e s  de B eau v o ir 's  em ergence 
in to  fam e, f i r s t  w ith  th e  pub lica tion  of T he Second Sex an d  th e n  w ith  
w inning  th e  1954 G oncourt P rize  fo r  Les M andarin s. C o n tinu ing  th e  
m etaphor of b o rd e r -c ro s s in g  from  th e  la s t memoir, sh e  sa y s  th a t  h e r  life 
o v e rra n  i ts  old b o u n d a rie s"  ( I ,  61). P r in t  an d  p u b lic ity  a cc e le ra te d  th e  
tran sm iss io n  of h e r  te x ts  so th a t  sh e  was know n to th e  w orld a t  la rg e , a t  
le a s t p u b lic ly , in  th e  way G e rtru d e  S tein  sc o rn ed . Like S te in , de  
B eauvo ir fo u n d  h e r  au th o ria l c ircu la tion  e x h ila ra tin g , an d  sh e  
p a r t ic u la r ly  en joyed  th e  re s u lta n t  blooming of h e r  c o rre sp o n d e n c e . Less 
like  S te in , de B eau v o ir 's  problem  w ith  h e r  deep  involvem ent w ith  h e r  
re a d e rs h ip  stemm ed from  th e  political ram ifications of h e r  su c c e ss  a s  a  
p u b lic  f ig u r e . In  La Force des C hoses sh e  c ritic izes  h e r  id en tific a tio n  as 
a  re p re s e n ta tiv e  a u th o r  of th e  rep u b lic  of F rance  and  h e r  com plicity  in  
F ra n ce ’s in s titu tio n s  of a u th o r i ty —especia lly  i ts  governm en t an d  
n e w sp a p e rs—w hich h e r  c ircu la tio n  in  p r in t  en ta ile d . In  r e tu r n in g  to  th e  
su b je c t of com plicity , in tro d u c ed  in  T he Second S e x , de B eau v o ir 's  
au th o b io g rap h ica l p ro jec t comes fu ll c irc le , b u t  w ith  a  tw is t . Com plicity 
w ith  g e n d e r  sy s tem s is  no lo n g er th e  is su e ; sh e  ac tu a lly  r e p re s e n ts  
h e rs e lf  a s  th e  k in d  of woman sh e  took issu e  w ith  in  th a t  f i r s t  
a u th o b io g rap h y : a n  a u th o r  s te ep e d  in  h e r  re la tio n sh ip s  w ith  o th e r s .  Now 
th e  compromise w hich sh e  them atizes is  th a t  of a  femme ec riv a in  e n ta n g le d  
in  b o u rg eo is  c ap ita lis t economic an d  po litical hegem ony b y  v ir tu e  of h e r
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a u th o rs h ip . In  w hat follows I will analyze how th e  fem inine model of
a u th o rsh ip  in  th is  la s t au thob iog raphy  se rv es  as de B eauvo ir's  re sp o n se
to h e r  im plication in  system s of a u th o r i ty .
* * * * * * * *
In  La Force des Choses de B eauvoir d e sc rib e s  w hat p leases h e r  a s  a  
re a d e r  and  a w rite r  of l i te ra tu re , and  in  each  case , communication 
betw een a u th o r  and  re a d e r  is  param ount. As a  re a d e r  of l ite ra tu re  she  
w r ite s ,
[With w rite rs  and  a r t is ts ]  whose w orks p lease  me, som ething alw ays 
hooks my sym pathy . I was n e v e rth e le ss  su rp r is e d  to meet in  some 
of them fau lts  w hich limited th is  sym pathy : like v an ity  and  se lf- 
im portance . In s tead  of liv ing  in  a rec ip roca l re la tion  to  th e  re a d e r , 
th e y  tu rn e d  tow ards them selves, se ized  in  th e  dim ension of th e  
O th e r: th a t 's  v an ity  ( I ,  167).
What s tr ik e s  h e r  as fa lse  is th e  movement tow ards oneself a s O th e r in s tea d
of a  move beyond  oneself. H er sym pathy  is hooked w hen sh e  rea d s  th is
move tow ards rec ip ro c ity  w ith th e  re a d e r ;  i t  is  th w arted  w hen au th o ria l
se lf-im portance  p re v e n ts  th is  re c ip ro c ity . In  fa c t, sh e  p re d ic ts  th a t  one
a sp ir in g  you n g  w rite r  she  knows will n e v e r  succeed  because
sh e  lacks h e a r t ;  I th in k  th a t  sh e  is  not enough  in te re s te d  in  o th e rs  
to  have th e  long pa tience  n e ce ssa ry  to  sp eak  to them , page  a f te r  
page  ( I ,  314).
For de B eauvo ir, a t  leas t a t  th is  s tag e  in  h e r  life -w ritin g , a u th o rsh ip  
n e cessa rily  en ta ils  th e  p o sitin g  of a  re a d e r  to  whom you sp e ak , page  a f te r  
p a g e . What m ight signal th a t  an  a u th o r lacks th is  re a d e rly  sen se?  De 
B eauvo ir 's  comments on h e r  d iffe ren ces w ith  N athalie S a rra u te  illum inate 
th is  p o in t . S a rra u te  re q u ire s  an  a u th o r to  exp lo re  "obscu re  spaces of 
pscyhology" w hich de B eauvoir tak es  a s  a  denial of nonsub jective  
phenom ena. T he e x te r io r  w orld , she  s a y s , e x is ts  (I  369). T h is w orld , 
a f te r  a ll, is  w here  th e  re a d e r  s ta n d s  in  re la tio n  to th e  w r ite r .  T he w ay to
241
m itigate th e  in te r io r /e x te r io r  sp lit is to e ffect a  rapprochem ent betw een 
a u th o r and re a d e r: "It is necessa ry  to in v en t th e  means to help the  
novelist b e tte r  unveil th e  w orld, b u t not tu rn in g  away from i t  and 
b ille ting  i t  in  a  false and maniacal subjectivism " (I , 370). While "maniacal 
subjectivism " may not adquate ly  charac te rize  S a rra u te 's  w ritin g , the  
d e sc rip to r  ind icates the  in te n s ity  of de B eauvoir's phenomenological 
im patience w ith a u th o rs  who re p re se n t in te r io rity  as sealed off from 
o th e rs—includ ing  re a d e r s .54
If  de B eauvoir's in sistence  th a t one p e rso n 's  w riting  achieve two- 
way communication w ith o th ers  seems am biguous, th is  e ffect is  co n sis ten t 
w ith h e r  s ta te d  philosophy of l ite ra tu re . For h e r ,  she  sa y s , one of the  
essen tia l ro les of lite ra tu re  is  to m anifest am biguous t r u th s ,  sep a ra te  and  
co n trad ic to ry , th a t no moment can totalize e ith e r  ou tside  o r  w ithin an 
ind iv idual ( I ,  358). The creation  of am biguity  th ro u g h  rep re se n ta tio n  of 
sep a ra te  and  con trad ic to ry  su b jec t positions was one of de B eauvoir's 
narra to log ica l specia lities, and it reso n ates  w ith h e r  p re fe ren ce  fo r 
a u th o rs  who c rea te  in te rsu b jec tiv e  w orlds. Only a  novel, an  "im aginary 
o b jec t,"  can in  h e r  eyes "re lease  th e  multiple and  w hirling  significations 
of th e  chang ing  world" she lived in  a f te r  1944 ( I ,  358). R ep resen ting  
experience  a s  in te rsu b jec tiv e  can n e v e r re su lt in  a  to talization  of th a t 
experien tia l w h irl, since th e re  a re  always more su b jec ts  to consider in  
u nend ing  combinations and  p ro p o rtio n s . Novels fo r de B eauvoir evoke 
th e  am biguity  of ex istence  not i ts  to ta lity , and  h e r  p leasu re  in  w riting  
them  comes in  s tre tc h in g  b rid g es  betw een su b jec ts  w ithin and  w ithout 
te x ts  ( I I ,  62). Her novels a re  a c ts  of se lf-p a ss in g : w hat she  demands of
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l i te ra tu re  is " th e  im pression  of a t  once r is k in g  an d  e x ceed in g  [d e p a s s e r  1 
h e rse lf"  ( I ,  180).
T hese  rem arks of de B eau v o ir 's  em erge in  v a rio u s  c o n te x ts  of 
rem em bering—in d e e d , i t  is im portan t to s t r e s s  th a t  f a r  from  a  m anifesto  
on l i te ra tu re  su c h  as S a r t r e 's  What is  L ite ra tu re ? , La Force des C hoses is  
fu ll o f p e rso n a l rem in iscence . R eflections on l i te ra tu re  a re  in te r s p e r s e d  
in  a  te x tu a l fa b r ic  in c lu d in g  p o r t r a i tu r e ,  political in fo rm ation , a n e c d o te s , 
a n d  m ed ita tions, and  s to r ie s  ab o u t h e r  re a d e rs  an d  re a d in g s  be tw een  1944 
an d  1962. I would s to p  s h o r t  of calling  th is  memoir a  w ork  of l i te ra tu re  
a g a in s t de  B eau v o ir 's  claim th a t  i t  is  no t an  "ob jet d 'a r t . "  N e v e rth e le ss , 
th is  an d  th e  p rev io u s  a u th o b io g rap h y  show de B eauvoir th e o riz in g  
to w ard s a  v e rs io n  of l i te ra ry  a u th o rsh ip  w hich h e r  own n a rra to lo g y  
s u p p o r ts . A nd sh e  does n o t s e t  h e r  fic tional w orks above th is  l i te ra ry  
e n te rp r is e .  While sh e  s e ts  c a teg o ries  of fic tion  an d  a u to b io g ra p h y  a p a r t ,  
sh e  n e v e r th e le s s  m aintains th a t  th e  w ritin g  of b o th  "ab so rb  h e r"  equally  
( I ,  372), an d  th a t  sh e  w orks lo n g er an d  h a rd e r  a t  th e se  k in d s  of p ro je c ts  
th a n  a n y  o th e r .
T he su b je c t of de B eau v o ir 's  w ork th re a d s  th ro u g h o u t th is  te x t .  
W hereas La Force de  l'A ge e x p re ss e s  h e r  d issa tis fac tio n  w ith  Sim one's 
w ork  h a b its  an d  p ro d u c tio n , La Force d es C hoses rev e a ls  h e r  p le a su re  in  
h e r  m atu re  w ork . Almost all of th e  dozens of d ia ry  e n tr ie s  de B eauvo ir 
in c lu d es  in  th e  te x t  m ention o r d e sc rib e  h e r  "tra v a il" on th o se  d a y s . More 
b ro a d ly , no m atte r how f a r  th e  te x t  may sp in  aw ay from  th e  a u th o r  in to  
o th e r s ' lives a n d  th e  F ren ch  political sc en e , i t  r e tu r n s  in s is te n tly  to  th e  
v a rio u s  w ritin g  p ro jec ts  de B eauvo ir u n d e rta k e s  b e tw een  1944 a n d  1962; 
w hile m uch more th a n  a  chrono logy  of h e r  w o rk , La Force d es  C hoses does
provide a  work ou tline . The susta ined  discussion of the  significance of 
work to de Beauvoir occurs in the  In terlude  already  m entioned, which 
sep ara tes  the  two volumes of the  te x t. De Beauvoir s ta te s  th a t she does 
not want work to "go w ithout say in g ,"  so she pauses—to say  she 
d ig resses would be senseless since h e r w riting has assum ed an  autotelic 
im pulse—and calls a tten tio n  to the  role work has had in organizing h e r  life 
and  to  the  joy it has b ro u g h t h e r  ( I , 371). The peculiarities of h e r  
w riting  methods and  th e ir  connection w ith h e r valorization of work w ithin 
h e r  daily schedule a re  detailed so as to convey as d irec tly  as possible why 
w riting  is fo r h e r  "a mania" ( I , 372). While S a rtre  quotes an  ancient 
dictum  to convey his daily  mandate to w rite—nulla dies sine linea (The 
Words 253)—de Beauvoir notes with imagistic fo rce , "a day  w here I 
haven ’t  w ritten  has th e  ta s te  of ashes" ( I , 373). When she w rites no th ing  
while trav e lin g , how ever, she is  con ten t because h e r  immersion in  the  
world beyond connects with h e r  w riting : "my pro ject of knowing th e  world 
s tay s  narrow ly linked to th a t of ex p ress in g  it"  (I , 374). H ere, th e n , she 
prov ides an  explicit justification  fo r the  abundance of voyages th a t fill the  
pages of th is  and the  last memoir. Work, above all, has been th e  dominant 
ac tiv ity  of h e r  life—not m erely s ittin g  before a tab le , b u t liv ing in  th e  
m idst of o th e rs . So it is th a t  the  h ighs and lows of h e r  p riv a te  life 
a lte rn a te  with accounts of h e r  w riting  and with experiences beyond h e r  
own.
It is easy  to connect the  o th er-o rien ted , in te rsub jec tive  p rac tice  of 
w riting  described  and enacted  in  th is  au thobiography with th e  reso lu tion  
of Simone’s conflict in  La Force de l ’A ge. As I concluded in  the  las t 
section , th a t n a rra tiv e  depicted  Simone's move away from th e  antinomies
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of so litude  and  re la tionsh ip  th ro u g h  h e r  w ritin g , ta k in g  a s  she  d id  th e  
exp lo ra tion  of "conscience d ’a u tru i” as h e r  au th o riz in g  to p ic . In  th is  
te x t ,  de B eauvoir dem onstra tes how th is  th o rough ly  g en d ered  ap p ro ach  to 
re la tio n sh ip s a n d  a u th o rsh ip  w orks fo r  h e r  in  th e  su ccess  of h e r  
life /w ritin g  p ro jec t; and  in  h e r  c u rre n t  life -w ritin g  p ro jec t she  
dem onstra tes a  way of th in k in g  abou t ex is tence  and  w ritin g  th a t  f u r th e r  
va lida tes h e r  p rac tice  of a u th o rsh ip . De B eauvoir would seem , th e n , 
p rec ise ly  th e  k ind  of in d ep en d en t woman she lam ented in  th e  "L iberation11 
sec tion  of The Second S e x : one whose immersion in  re la tio n sh ip s and  
sen se  of proxim ity  to o th e rs  is a  p a r t  o f, in s tead  of a p a r t  from , h e r  
c rea tiv e  and  in te llec tual w ork . T he re c u r re n t  a tte n tio n  she  g ives to  h e r  
re la tio n sh ip s  w ith S a r tre , Nelson A lg ren , and  C laude Lanzmann in  La 
Force des Choses su p p o rts  th is  p o in t .
De B eauvo ir 's  em phasis on th e  im portance and  p a r tic u la r ity  of h e r  
w ork a s  a  "femme ec riv a in " in  th e  In te rlu d e  has a  complex re la tio n sh ip  to 
h e r  view now of th e  p o ss ib ility  fo r  change in  th e  fem inine condition a s  she  
knew  i t .  In  h e r  d iscussion  of th e  recep tion  of T he Second S ex , de 
B eauvoir denies th a t  sh e  was t ry in g  to tran sfo rm  th e  fem inine condition . 
In s tead  of a s s e r tin g  th a t  "illusory" goal, she  advances th e  socialist 
opinion th a t  th e  femimine condition "depends on th e  fu tu re  of w ork 
[tra v a il] in  th e  w orld; it  will change se rio u sly  only a t  th e  p rice  of an  
overth row  of p roduction" ( I ,  2 6 7 ).55 While she  h e rse lf  may have 
ach ieved  a  w ork p rac tic e  th a t in co rp o ra te s  elem ents of fem ininity  in to  i t  
an d  so p a tte rn s  a  fem inine p rac tice  of a u th o rs h ip , she  would c o u n te r  th a t  
th a t p ra c tic e  in  its e lf  cannot b e  considered  tran sfo rm ativ e  of soc ie ty  a s  a 
whole.
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A p a ra g ra p h  la te r ,  how ever, de B eauvoir concedes th a t th e
in c re a s in g ly  to le ran t recep tion  of h e r  w ork on women since  i ts  pub lica tion
su g g e s ts  th a t  "T he m asculine m yths have flaked  off" ( I ,  267); th e
im plication is  th a t h e r  w ork has co n trib u ted  to  a  ra is in g  of consciousness
w hich does have some pow er to transfo rm  th e  w o rk fo rce . She know s
h e rse lf  to  have  he lp ed , not women in  g e n era l, b u t  p a r tic u la r  women who
re a d  The Second Sex and  co rrespond  w ith h e r  abou t how i t  re so n a te s  w ith
th e ir  ex p erien ces ( I , 278). In  sh o r t , h e r  w ork has w orked fo r  women
b ecau se  she  w orked to u n d e rs ta n d  th e ir  s itu a tio n  as it connec ts w ith  h e r
ow n. She re fle c ts  on h e r  female a u d ien ce :
I would have been  su rp r is e d  and  even ir r i ta te d  a t  th i r ty  if  someone 
had  to ld  me th a t I would occupy m yself w ith fem inine problem s and  
th a t my most se rio u s public  would be women. I do no t r e g r e t  i t .  
D ivided , to rn  a p a r t ,  d isad v an tag ed : fo r them more th a n  fo r  men 
th e re  a re  s ta k e s , v ic to rie s , d e fe a ts . T hey  in te re s t  me; an d  I 
p re fe r  to have th ro u g h  them  a limited tak e  on th e  w orld th a n  to  float 
in  th e  u n iv e rsa l ( I ,  268).
What has come to  be a  commonplace am ongst women th e o ris ts  of l i te ra tu re
a n d  p o p u la r c u ltu re —th a t  cu ltiv a tin g  a female audience is  e ssen tia lly
v a luab le , an d  th a t focusing  on one g en d er p re v e n ts  one from  rep lica tin g
th e  e r ro r s  of u n iv e rsa lis t v isions of th e  w orld—is som ething de B eauvoir
helped  h e r  contem poraries d iscover. B ut she  f i r s t  had  to d isco v er i t  fo r
h e rse lf . She f i r s t  had  to move beyond th e  humanism of h e r  ea rly
educa tion  in  o rd e r  to  id en tify  to some e x ten t w ith women, h e r  p rim ary
r e a d e r s .56
B ut th e  e x te n t of th a t iden tification  continues to  be  c ircum scribed  
in  La Force des C hoses. De B eauvoir makes th is  01631? in  h e r  d iscu ssio n  of 
th e  c h a ra c te rs  of A nne and  H enri in  h e r  aw ard-w inn ing  novel Les 
M andarins. In  an  exp lication  of th e  te x t ,  w hich immediately p re c e d e s  th e
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m editation on h e r  w ork and  flu id  w ritin g  s ty le  in  th e  In te r lu d e , sh e  
d esc rib e s  h e r  d iv ision .of h e rse lf  in  th e  Anne and H enri c h a ra c te rs . 
W hereas h e r  own experience  b lends re la tionsh ip s and  c rea tiv e  w ork , sh e  
p a rce ls  ou t a devotion to " th e  life of o th ers"  to Anne b u t to  H enri a  
vocation to w r ite . H er ju stifica tion  fo r  c rea tin g  a male w rite r  in s te a d  of 
female one has ru e fu l logic: sh e  w anted the  w rite r  to a p p ea r to  th e  re a d e r  
as "someone sim ilar fu n  sem blablel and  not a cu rio s ity ; and  more th a n  a 
m an, a  woman who has a w ritin g  vocation an d  ca ree r is  an  excep tion" ( I ,  
360) . H er w ritin g  re in fo rces  th e  division of labor along g e n d e r  lines 
w hich sh e  c ritiq u e s  as o p p ress iv e ; b u t i t  co rresp o n d s to  h e r  
con tem porary  re a lity : "I have d esc rib ed  women such  as I s till  see  them  in  
g en era l: d iv ided" (I 363). More p rec ise ly , th e  novel’s re p re se n ta tio n  of 
women’s a n d  men’s ro les co rre sp o n d s to  the  experiences of g e n d e r  w hich 
h e r  re a d e rs  will b r in g  to  th e  te x t .  T he decision, so h e r  a rgum en t goes, 
was made in  de ference  to  re a d e rs ' expecta tions of g e n d e r ro le s ; de 
B eauvoir h e re  avoids ex p lo rin g  why h e r  im aginary v ision  of women should  
d e fe r  to  a  re a lity  whose term s she  personally  d e fie s .
A f u r th e r  complication of th e  A nne-H enri g en d er sp lit is  th a t  A nne 
s e rv e s ,  a cco rd in g  to  de B eauvo ir, to s itu a te  th e  conflicts of th e  
in te llec tu a ls  " in  a n  o th e r  p e rsp ec tiv e"  th a n  th a t of th e  male c h a ra c te rs  ( I , 
360). A nne 's  o th e rn e ss , in  o th e r  w ords , p rov ides th e  v iew point of women 
on th e  dom inant male in te llec tua l c u ltu re —not so un like  de B eau v o ir 's  own 
d iffe re n t view point on th is  c u ltu re  which th e  book, as  a comment on 
F ren ch  p o s t-w a r in te llec tual life , genera lly  in te n d s . I t  is in  th is  memoir 
th a t  de  B eauvoir openly  recogn izes th e  criticism  th a t none of h e r  female 
c h a ra c te rs  assum es p ro fessiona l responsib ilites  as she  h e rse lf  does ( I ,
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365). In  fa c t , while adm itting  th a t A nne's ta s te s  and  sentim ents and  
reactions and  memories a re  h e r  own, de B eauvoir in s is ts  th a t Anne is not 
h e r  double p rinc ipally  because  she lacks "the autonom y th a t g ives me a 
h e a rtfe lt m etier" ( I ,  365). T h u s , de B eauvoir continues to imply th a t she  
claims an autonom y from h e r  c rea tiv e /in te llec tu a l w ork which se p a ra te s  
h e r  from o th e r  women, even  those of h e r  own c rea tio n . If  Anne 
in co rp o ra te s  " the  negative  a sp ec ts"  of h e r  own ex p erien ce , H enri 
resem bles h e r  in  th e  positive  ones (o r  so it is im plied ): in  h is  "joy in  
ex is tin g , h is cheerfu l u n d e rta k in g s , and  his p leasu re  in  w riting" (I ,
365).
R eserv ing  fo r h e rse lf  a s  a u th o r a p riv ilege  of labor which she  
con tinues to re g a rd  in  some way as m asculine, de B eauvoir does not 
a rticu la te  a  consciousness of w hat is  n ev erth e less  fem inine and  po ten tia lly  
transfo rm ative  abou t h e r  au tho ria l p ra c tic e . She even  backpedals away 
from h e r  Second Sex conclusions th a t th e  p a th  to women's libera tion  is 
th ro u g h  a u th o rsh ip . H er r e tr e a t  from th e  e a rlie r  position  is  due not ju s t  
to  h e r  se n se , even  in  1962, th a t she  is a "s ta tis tica l"  exception  as a  femme 
ecrivain  ( I ,  360). I t is  mainly due to  h e r  sen se  of com plicity w ith 
dom inant m asculine cu ltu re  th ro u g h  h e r  p roduction  as a  famous a u th o r , 
desp ite  h e r  fem inine, o th e r-o rien ted  focus and  re a d e r-o rie n te d  s ty le  of 
w ork and  liv ing . In  b r ie f , sh e  may as a woman's a u th o r help transfo rm  
th e  fem inine condition b u t not th e  condition of a u th o rsh ip . As an  a u th o r 
fo r  a  p rim arily  bourgeois audience she  m is tru s ts  h e r  tac it con tribu tion  to 
th e  m aintenance of a s ta tu s  quo of inequalities. De B eauvoir a rtic u la te s  
th is  m is tru s t th ro u g h o u t La Force des C hoses, in  comments and  b r ie f  
rum inations, b u t in  the  Epilogue a t th e  end of th e  second volume she
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m edita tes a t  le n g th  on h e r  vexed  sense  of com plicity w ith  " th e  system " as
a b o u rg eo is  a u th o r .57 F ra n ce 's  w ar on A lgeria  is th e  h is to ric a l b ack d ro p
of th e  w ritin g  o f La Force des C hoses. In  th e  te x t  de B eauvo ir d isc u sse s
th e  po litica l o c cu rren c es  lead in g  to th e  w ar; and  sh e  e x p re s s e s  h e r
d isg u s t  fo r  b o th  th e  w ar and  th e  bourgeois m orality  g u id in g  th e  F re n c h
g o v e rn m e n t's  po lic ies. She c an n o t, how ever, p re te n d  to  u n equ ivoca lly
oppose th e  w ar because  sh e  h e rse lf  has p ro fite d  from  th e  b o u rg eo is
system  w hich u n d e rp in s  it  as  well as h e r  a u th o ria l s u c c e s s . A nx ie ty
a b o u t h e r  c lass position  p e rv a d es  La Force des C h o ses . De B eauvo ir
d isc u sse s  w ith a ty p ica l de fen siv en ess th e  m aterial p e rq u is ite s  w hich
a tte n d  h e r  fam e: new  c lo th es , new ap artm en t, ample food , freedom  to
tra v e l ,  ev en  a  c a r  ( I ,  500) . She is ,  she fla tly  s ta te s ,  econom ically
"p riv ileg ed "  ( I ,  500) . B u t w hat d iffe ren tia te s  h e r  from  o th e r  p riv ile g e d
b o u rg eo is ie  in  h e r  eyes is h e r  ongoing aw areness of c lass s t ru g g le s ,  fe lt
in te rn a lly  a n d  e x p re ss e d  in  w ritin g .
T h is  d o e sn 't  mean th a t  I a d a p t w ith a lle g re sse  to  my s itu a tio n . T he 
an noyance  th a t  I e x p erien ced  from it  in  1946 h as  no t d is s ip a te d . I 
know  th a t  I am one who p ro f its , and  f i r s t  of a ll b y  th e  a c c u ltu ra tio n  
th a t  I have  rece iv ed  an d  th e  possib ilities  th a t  i t  h a s  fu rn ish e d  me 
w ith . I d o n 't  d ire c tly  exp lo it anyone; b u t  th e  people  who b u y  my 
books a re  all th e  benefic iaries of an  economy fo u n d ed  on 
e x p lo ita tio n . I  am an  accomplice of th e  p riv ile g e d  a n d  comprom ised 
b y  them : th a t  is  w hy I have  lived th e  A lgerian  War a s  a  p e rso n a l 
d ram a. When one in h ab its  a n  u n ju st w orld , i t  is u se le ss  to  h o p e , b y  
a n y  p ro c e s s , to  p u r ify  oneself of in ju s tic e ; w hat is  n e c e ssa ry  is  to  
ch an g e  th e  w orld an d  I d o n 't have th e  pow er to  do th is .  S u ffe rin g  
th e se  co n trad ic tio n s  d o e sn 't se rv e  a n y th in g ; b u t  to  fo rg e t them  is  
to  lie to  o n ese lf ( I I , 501).
L iv ing  com plicitously y e t in  e th ica l opposition to  h e r  c lass  an d  h e r
c o u n try , sh e  h as c u ltiv a ted  a n  a tt i tu d e  of iso la tio n , w hich sh e  know s
reso lv es  n o th in g : " it is a  b ig  enough  iso lation ; my objec tive  cond ition  c u ts
me off from  th e  p ro le ta r ia t ,  and  th e  m anner in  w hich I su b je c tiv e ly  view  it
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opposes me to  the  bourgeois" (I I , 501). While th u s  iso lated , she  has 
neverth eless shown in  the  p reced ing  tex t th a t she  has physically  rem ained 
much in  th e  w orld, and th a t in  h e r public circulation she  d iffe rs  from 
S a rtre . In  fac t they  began to lead d ifferen t lives as he occupied himself 
obsessively  w ith his w riting  and  politics while cu ttin g  himself off more or 
less from the  living world around  him (II, 33; I , 348). A ccording to de 
B eauvoir's logic, such  real isolation, away from th e  flow of life , is no 
means to  "to p u rify  oneself of in ju s tice ."
As in  La Force de l'A ge, de B eauvoir's criticism  of bourgeois 
cu ltu re  often  se rves as a mouthpiece fo r h e r  less d irec t criticism  of 
c u rre n t system s of g en d er. I t was a fte r  all w ithin a  bourgeois context 
th a t she learned  and analyzed gender-ro le  arrangem ents p reva iling  in  
early  tw en tie th -cen tu ry  P aris; h e r d iscontent w ith h e r  g en d er h eritag e  is  
necessarily  embedded within h e r  less ambiguous in tellectual d istance  from 
h e r  bourgeois ro o ts . The Epilogue to La Force des Choses—to h e r  en tire  
au thobiographical p ro jec t—how ever, narratologically  in s is ts  th a t the  
sex ist judgm ents from h e r  bourgeois readersh ip  con tribu te  to h e r  
vexation concern ing  h e r  proxim ity to them. Indeed , th e  elision betw een 
the  Epilogue's opening , which d iscusses these  judgm ents, and  its  middle 
section , which d iscusses h e r  class position, makes little  sense un less i t  is 
th e  case th a t the  sex ist vision of "La g rande S artreuse" o r "Notre-Dame 
de S artre"  fuels h e r desire  to proclaim h e r ideological d istance from h e r 
d e trac to rs  ( I ,  71).
From its  opening pages the  Epilogue problem atizes the  role of 
rea d e rs  in  de B eauvoir's au tho r-iza tion . De Beauvoir d iscusses h e r 
"accord" w ith S a r tre , and in  p a rticu la r, the  ways in  which he has se rv ed
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as  h e r  p rim a ry  re a d e r  s ince  th e y  f i r s t  m et. In  th e  f i r s t  p a ra g ra p h  a lone , 
th e  w ord  'T a u t r e " (o th e r)  o ccu rs  se v e ra l tim es, a  r e fe re n t  to  e i th e r  one 
of th e  p a ir .  T he dynam ic of exchange  betw een  them  is  rec ip ro ca l and  
d ia log ic , and  no t th a t  of tu to r  to tu te e : "He helped  me, I he lped  him a s  
w ell. I d id n 't  live th ro u g h  him" ( I I ,  492). What d iffe re n tia te s  them  is ,  in  
h e r  v iew , c ru c ia l to  th is  rec ip ro ca l in te rc h a n g e : "O ur tem p eram en ts , o u r  
o r ie n ta tio n s , o u r  e a r ly  choices rem ained d if fe re n t an d  o u r  w orks h a rd ly  
resem ble  each  a n o th e r . B u t th e y  e x te n d  onto th e  same te r ra in "  ( I I ,  490). 
She chose him , sh e  in s is ts ,  and  o ften  followed him h ap p ily  to  go w here  sh e  
w an ted , p h y sica lly  an d  in te llec tu a lly . And she  re ta in e d  h e r  in d ep en d en ce  
th ro u g h  th is  re la tio n sh ip  b ecau se  she  alw ays e x e rc ise d  h e r  c ritica l 
judgm en t in  th e i r  d iscu ss io n s  ( I I ,  491). In  so do ing  sh e  be lieves sh e  has 
lived  c o n s is te n tly  w ith  h e r  v ision  of wom en's in d ep en d en ce  in  T h e  Second 
S e x . H er re la tio n sh ip  w ith  S a r tre  harm onizes w ith h e r  w ork  an d  v a lu e s . 
Solitude an d  in d ep e n d en c e , she  a s s e r ts ,  "a re  no t synonym s" ( I I ,  490).
T he model o f rec ip ro ca l re a d in g  w ith  S a r tre  s tr e s s e d  h e re  
r e p re s e n ts  in  m in ia tu re  th e  model of rec ip ro ca l re a d in g  w ith  th e  p u b lic  
d isc u sse d  ab o v e . H ow ever, de B eauvo ir can  n e v e r  re la te  to  h e r  
re a d e rs h ip  w ith  th e  k in d  of intim acy an d  d u ra tio n  c h a ra c te r iz in g  h e r  
re la tio n s  w ith  S a r t r e ,  re g a rd le s s  of how h a rd  sh e  w orks a t  h e r  b u lg in g  
co rre sp o n d en ce  w ith  in d iv id u a ls . So i t  is  th a t  m isu n d e rs ta n d in g  be tw een  
them  a r is e s —a n d  de B eauvo ir re lie s  on i t :  a  bou rgeo is  re a d e rs h ip  w ithout 
ennem ies would w o rry  h e r  ( I I ,  497) . N e v e rth e le ss , a c e r ta in  s t r a in  of 
c ritic ism  from  h e r  enem ies, th a t  w hich view s h e r  in  a  se co n d a ry  p o sitio n  
to S a r t r e ,  p ro v o k es  de  B eauvoir beyond  m ere accep tan ce  of d iffe r in g  
v iew p o in ts . She p re s e n ts  h e r  dialogic v ision  of th e  de B e a u v o ir-S a r tre
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in te lle c tu a l couple as a  c o rrec tiv e  to th e  view of h e r ,  p rom oted  b y  h e r  
d e tra c to r s ,  th a t  S a r tre  w rote h e r  b ooks, th a t S a r tre  ho lds h e r  b y  th e  
h a n d , th a t  if  n o t S a r tre  a n o th e r  would have  made h e r  in  h is  im age, e t  
c e te ra  ( I I ,  490-491). To r e tu rn  to th is  c h a p te r 's  open ing  o b se rv a tio n , de  
B eau v o ir 's  a u th o r ity  as an  a u th o r  is  in  q u e s tio n , no t ju s t  now, b u t  ev en  
as sh e  ro d e  th e  w aves of su c c e ss .
De B eau v o ir 's  re sp o n se  to th is  view  of h e r  an d  o f h e r  p ro fess io n  is 
in s t ru c t iv e . While f ra n k ly  id en tify in g  th e  " ch ien n erie " in  r e a d e r s ' view s 
of h e r  " re la tiv ity "  to S a r t r e ,  sh e  affirm s th e  ro le  of re la tio n sh ip s  in  
p e rm ea tin g  w hat a u th o r ity  s h e —or a n y  in d iv id u a l, i t  is  im plied— 
p o ss e s se s . She does no t undo  th e  la s t fo u r  books' in te rro g a tio n  of h e r  
e x p erien ce  and  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of a u th o rs h ip ; sh e  does no t fall b ack  on th e  
m asculine p o s tu re  of o rig in a lity  and  se lf-su ff ic ie n t autonom y w hose fa ls ity  
sh e  h as lea rn ed  w ith  p a in . De B eauvoir in s te a d  p o in ts  to  th e  re la tio n sh ip  
w hich  most c lea rly  in s ta n tia te s  h e r  view of w hat com prises a u th o r i ty  in  
a u th o rs h ip . She p o in ts  to  h e r  p rac tic e  o f a u th o rs h ip —fem inine b y  h e r  
own d e fin itio n s—founded  on th e  notion  th a t  o th e rs  h av e  a  p r in c ip a l ro le  in  
th e  a u th o riz in g  of a u th o r s . Not ju s t  th e  jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  th e  p u b lis h e rs  
a n d  th e  e d ito rs :  b u t  re a d e rs  them selves, in tim ate an d  unknow n  a lik e , 
n e g o tia te  th ro u g h  dialogue sh if t in g , m ultip le , even  c o n tra d ic to ry  
u n d e rs ta n d in g s  of a u th o rs ' w orks. De B eauvoir th u s  tu r n s  th e  accu sa tio n  
of lack in g  o rig in a lity  on i ts  h ead . A nd sh e  sim ilarly  o v e r tu rn s  th e  se x is t  
no tion  g e n e ra tin g  i t :  th a t  th e  woman is  w hat h e r  male o th e r  m akes h e r .
She s a y s  ab o u t h e r  f a th e r ,  b u t  in  in d ire c t re sp o n se  to h e r  s e x is t  c r i t ic s ,  
"He was v e ry  w ro n g ; he  n e v e r  c u t a  h a ir  of [ i .e .  > ch an g ed  a  w h it] th e  
y o u n g  devo tee  fash ioned  b y  th e  conven t des O iseaux  who becam e h is  wife"
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( I I ,  490). In  th is  con tex t so alien to h e r  own, Frangoise a p p ea rs  
su d d en ly  an d  fitt in g ly  as h e r  d a u g h te r’s most in fluen tia l gu ide  w ith in  th e  
p a tr ia rc h a l estab lishm ent of a u th o rs h ip .
La Force des Choses concludes de B eauvo ir's  au th o b io g rap h y  w ith 
i ts  ep ilogual resp o n se  to re a d e rs ' views of th is  a u th o r 's  w ork ing  
re la tio n sh ip  w ith S a r tre . I have a rg u e d  th a t  de B eauvo ir 's  re sp o n se  
e x te n d s  to  h e r  c la ss-d e fen siv e  exp lanation  of h e r  com plicity w ith  h e r  
bou rgeo is re a d e rsh ip . R eaders who m isu n d ers tan d  h e r  show h e r  sh e  is  
b e in g  rea d  as th e  bourgeo is woman she  has tr ie d  n o t to become; an d  y e t 
b o th  h e r  bourgeo is accu ltu ra tio n  and  h e r  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  a u th o rsh ip  
e n su re  th is  k ind  of rea d in g . What is most p ro found  in  h e r  re sp o n se  is 
th a t  sh e  does not cu t off th e  re la tionsh ip  w ith re a d e rs  w hich h e r  vexed  
sen se  of com plicity w ith th e ir  socio-political system s m ight make h e r  w ant 
to  do . In s te a d , sh e  rea d s  th e ir  re sp o n ses  to h e r  a g a in s t th e ir  g ra in , 
re in fo rc in g  th e  rela tional dim ension of h e r  w ork , w hich th e y  m ock, a s one 
of i ts  s t r e n g th s .
De B eauvo ir 's  complicity w ith th e  economic system  th a t  g ro u n d s  
a u th o rsh ip  and  a u th o rs ' su c c e sse s , how ever, rem ains an  im portan t so u rce  
of h e r  se lf-c ritic ism  w hich, as  she  sh rew dly  reco g n izes , no am ount of 
se lf- in te rro g a tio n  can d ispose of. While she  was committed to  s tre tc h in g  
beyond  th e  limits of h e r  d isc re te  su b jec t position , sh e  was too good a  
p h ilo so p h er an d  c u ltu ra l c ritic  no t to  know w hen ' 'conscience d 'a u tru i" 
could  become delusional. I do not th in k  i t  is  co incidental th a t  h e r  
a u th o ria l p ro d u c tio n  w aned a f te r  h e r  au tob iog raph ical p ro jec t was 
com plete. H er tu r n  to political activ ism , w hich she  alw ays sh u n n e d  as an
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a u th o r , ind icates an  aw areness she  developed in w riting  h e r  
au thob iography  th a t while h e r  work could prom ote an  a lte rn a tiv e  
ideology, it was bound (in books) to th a t of individualism  which p a rce ls  
out m aterial rew ards to certa in  ed u ca ted , fo rtu n a te  ind iv iduals while 
leav ing , a s  she sa y s , tw o -th ird s of th e  world s ta rv in g  (II , 503). To be 
s u re ,  h e r  age and  the  general political climate must also have been  fac to rs  
in  th is  sh if t .  But 2700 pages (includ ing  The Second S ex ) of in q u iry  into 
h e r  life as an  au th o r p rov ided  th e  means and  con tex t fo r  h e r  evolution as 
a pub lic  fig u re  tow ards less bourgeois-com plicitous w ork.
What de B eauvoir could not conceive of—au th o rsh ip  c leansed  of 
bourgeo is ta in t—rem ains d ifficu lt to env ision . I t is debatab le , fo r th a t 
m atte r, how desirab le  it would b e . The in flux  of women and  m inority 
publications in to  m ainstream  American classroom s and  bookstores m eans, 
among o th e r  th in g s , an  increase  in these  a u th o rs ' rem uneration  as well as 
an  in crease  in  th e  a u th o rity  of th e ir  vision of ex is tence . In  a  se n se , like 
S a r tre , de Beauvoir had  th e  c la ss , so to sp eak , to  be ab le  to  renounce h e r  
c lass position ; like S a r tre , too , she  was t ru e  to  h e r  g en d er form ation in  
h e r  s ty le  of renunc ia tion . B ut w ith  th e  p recoc ity  th a t comes from 
speak ing  from th e  m argins of g en d er a rran g em en ts , only de B eauvoir's 
c ritiq u e  of au th o rsh ip  opens a  space fo r  transfo rm ing  o u r u n d e rs tan d in g  
of a u th o rity  implicit w ithin re a d e rs ' expecta tions of w hat au th o rs  can and  
should  do . I t  is  u n d e rs tan d a b le , as in  th e  case o f R ichard  W right, why 
w rite rs  from d isadvan taged , nonbourgeois b ackg rounds might g rav ita te  
tow ards th e  accession  of m asculine a u th o rity  whose p a tte rn in g  de 
B eauvoir w rote ag a in s t. B ut m ust a u th o rs ' p ro d u c tio n , b y  v ir tu e  of th e ir  
p roduction  and circu la tion , always end up  re in fo rc in g  th e  s ta tu s  quo as
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de B eauvoir fea red , and  so g u a ran tee  the  p e rp e tu a tio n  of a world of 
d isadvan taged  people?
The n ex t ch ap te r on th e  au thob iography  of Zora Neale H u rs to n ,
D ust T rack s on a  R oad, considers th e  bourgeois con tex t of tw en tie th - 
c en tu ry  American au th o rsh ip  from th e  p e rsp ec tiv e  of one who, in  h e r  
lifetim e, n e v e r assim ilated h e rse lf  in to  th is  c lass . Like S te in , H urston  
communicates in  h e r  au thob iography  a deep d is t ru s t  of h e r  (w hite) 
rea d e rsh ip  (and  h e r  b lack  c ritic s)  as well a s th e  (w hite) pub lish in g  
estab lishm ent th a t ,  fo r a  while, pa tron ized  h e r . The account of 
a u th o rsh ip  in  D ust T racks c rea te s  a "Zora Neale H urston" who sh a re s  with 
"G ertru d e  Stein" a  social be tw eenness th a t th w arts  th e  iden tification  of a 
" se lf ,"  un ified  and  know able. B ut H u rs to n 's  b e tw een n ess , co n stru c ted  
a c ro ss  ra c e , g e n d e r, and  class lin es, se rv es  an  au tho ria l c ritiq u e  much 
n e a re r  in  p u rp o se  to  de B eauvo ir 's . H u rs to n 's  h igh ly  con troversia l 
au thob iog raphy  voices a p p a ren t contentm ent w ith th e  s ta tu s  quo as th e  
n a r ra to r  canvasses it  w hile, a t th e  same tim e, i t  d e co n stru c ts  th e  
ideological system  of b lack  au th o rsh ip  and  rep laces i t  w ith a  deep ly  c la ss­
conscious, fem ale-cen tered  view of au th o r-iza tio n .
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Notes
1. In  h e r  a s tu te  in tro d u c to ry  e ssay  to C ritical E ssays on Simone de 
B eauvo ir, e d . Elaine M arks (B oston, MA: G. K. H all), 1987, Elaine M arks 
fo reg ro u n d s th e  ligh tness of de B eauvoir’s a u th o rity  w ith h e r  c ritic s : ”At 
leas t ha lf of th e  critica l e ssay s  I have included in  th is  volume a re ,  
w h e th er d isc ree tly  o r o b tru s iv e ly , sa rca s tic . T hey  p re s e n t Simone de 
B eauvoir a s a  s ligh tly  rid icu lous fig u re , naive in  h e r  p a ss io n s , sloppy  in  
h e r  sch o la rsh ip , inaccu ra te  in  h e r  docum entation, g enera lly  out of h e r  
d e p th  and  in fe rio r as a  w rite r . Indeed , th e  tone of su p e rio rity  th a t  many 
c r it ic s , of bo th  se x e s , adopt when w riting  about Simone de B eauvoir 
d e se rv es  special a tten tion" (2 ).
2. For ap p ra isa ls  s tre s s in g  de B eauvoir’s  re -v is io n a ry  o rig in a lity , see  
D orothy Kaufmann McCall, "Simone de B eauvoir, The Second S e x , and  
Jean -P au l S a r tr e ,"  Signs 5 (1979): 209-223; M argaret A. Simons, 
"B eauvoir and  S a rtre : The Philosophical R ela tionsh ip ," Yale F rench  
S tud ies 72: 165-179; and  Michele Le Doeuff, "O perative  Philosophy:
Simone de B eauvoir and  E xistentialism ," C ritical E ssays on Simone de 
B eauvoir 144-153. On th e  use  of the  term  "m other" to  re fe r  to  de 
B eauvoir, see Carol A scher's  quasi-au tob iograph ica l q u e rie s  in  "On 
'C learing  th e  A ir ': My L e tte r  to Simone de B eauvo ir,"  Betw een Women, ed . 
Carol A sch e r, Louise DeSalvo, Sara  R uddick (B oston , MA: 1984) 87.
3. De B eauvoir exp licitly  defines h e rse lf as "une  femme ecriv a in " in  th e  
im portan t epilogue to La Force des Choses II (P a ris : Editions Gallim ard, 
1963) 495.
4. De B eauvoir u se s  ex p ress io n s of se lf-q u estio n in g  in  th e  p re fa to ry  
section  to  La Force des Choses which app ly  to h e r  au tob iographical p ro jec t 
a s  a  whole while becoming increasing ly  u rg e n t to h e r  w ith  tim e's p a ssag e : 
e . g . , "I w anted my blood to c ircu la te  in  th is  re c it;  I w anted to throw  
m yself in to  i t  alive and  to p u t m yself in  question  b e fo re  all th e  questions 
w ere ex tin g u ish ed . Maybe it is  too ea rly ; b u t tomorrow will su re ly  be  too 
late" (7 ) .
5 . In  Memoirs of a  D utiful D augh ter t r a n s .  James K irkup (New Y ork: 
H arper and  Row, 1959), de B eauvoir exp la ins, "On my n in e teen th  
b ir th d a y , I w rote in  th e  lib ra ry  a t  th e  Sorbonne a  long dialogue betw een 
two vo ices, bo th  of which w ere mine; one spoke of th e  v a n ity  of all th in g s , 
of d isg u s t an d  w eariness; th e  o th e r affirm ed th a t  life , even  a s te r ile  
ex is ten ce , was beau tifu l"  (231). Of co u rse , h e r  acclaimed philosophical 
e ssay  P y rrh u s  e t  Cineas likewise makes u se  of th e  dialogue fo rm at.
6. For a  d iscussion  of " the  em ergence into adulthood" to w hich de 
B eauvo ir's  p u b lish ed  se lf-in q u iry  a t te s ts ,  see F rancis Jean so n , 
'"A u tob iograph ism ,' 'N arc issism ,' and  Images of th e  S e lf,"  C ritical E ssays 
on Simone de B eauvoir
101-109.
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7. S ee , fo r  exam ple, E lizabeth H ardw ick 's m ixture of com plaint and  
bedazzlem ent b e fo re  " th e  bew ildering  in c lu siv en ess1' of T he Second S e x , 
in  "T he Subjection  of Women," C ritical E ssays on Simone de B eauvoir 50, 
T he most p ro b in g  and  ingen ius c ritica l voice on th e  su b jec t of de 
B eauvo ir's  e x c e ss , how ever, is  Elaine M arks in  " T ra n sg re ss in g  th e  
( In )c o n t( in )e n t  B oundaries: T he Body in  D ecline,"
Yale F ren ch  S tud ies 72: 181-200. M arks's rem arks helped  me c la rify  my 
own th o u g h ts  on th e  su b jec t of excess in  th e  au tob iog raph ies (see  section  
III b e low ).
8. Roy o b se rv e s , " It seems to me th a t in  h e r  novels an d  e ssa y s  Simone de 
B eauvoir dealt w ith one them e only: re la tions betw een hum an b e in g s .
Such a  sta tem ent seems t r i te :  is  th e re  a n y  o th e r topic? Yet w hen I th in k  
of o th e r  g re a t w orks, a  p e rso n a lity  comes fo r th , a  face , s ilh o u e tte , 
de tached  from all o th e rs , and  one m ight s a y , su ffic ien t un to  them selves 
em erg ing  ou t of a n  a p p a re n t so litude . In  c o n tra s t , w hat I rem em ber of 
Simone de  B eauvo ir 's  books a re  no t essen tia lly  c h a ra c te rs , ty p e s , o r 
p e rso n a litie s . T he w orld she  d escrib es  is a u n iv e rse  of re la tio n s"  (78- 
79); "Simone de B eauvo ir,"  t r a n s .  Germaine B ree , C ritical E ssays on 
Simone de B eau v o ir.
9. Jeanson  su g g e s ts  why de B eauvoir w rote (of h e rse lf)  in  th is  w ay: "one 
u n d e rta k e s  to d isclose th e  world b y  d isclosing  oneself w ith in  it"  (105). 
T h is view , like K eefe 's rem ark , b lu rs  th e  d istinc tion  betw een  su b jec t an d  
o b jec t, se lf  an d  o th e r .
10. N ancy K. Miller tak e s  up  th e  re la ted  question  of th e  in fluence  of de 
B eauvo ir 's  fem inin ity  on h e r  au tob iog raphy  in  "Women's A u tob iography  in  
F ra n c e ,"  Women an d  L anguage in  L ite ra tu re  and  S ocie ty , e d . Sally 
M cConnell-G inet, R u th  B a rk e r , Nelly Furm an (New Y ork: P ra e g e r  
P u b lish e rs , 1980)
258-273.
11. For th e  ease of my re a d e rs , I will tra n s la te  p a ssag es  from  th e  o rig ina l 
F re n ch  te x ts  of La Force de l'A ge and  La Force des C hoses I an d  I I . I do 
no t know of an y  reliab le  tran s la tio n s  of th ese  u n d e rre a d  volumes o f de 
B eauvo ir 's  au tob iog raph ical p ro jec t (H . M. P a rsh le y 's  v e rs io n  of La Force 
de l'A ge contains many d is to rtin g  p a s s a g e s ) . U n fo rtu n a te ly , th e re  is  no 
tra n s la tio n  of Le Deuxieme Sexe o th e r  th a n  P a rsh le y 's , th e  e r ro r s  and  
shortcom ings of w hich have been  chronicled  b y  D eird re  B a ir , Ju d ith  
O kley , and  o th e rs . I m ust, how ever, u se  P a rsh ley 's  tra n s la tio n  of th is  
la s t w ork since  th e  orig inal in  i ts  e n tire ty  is unavailab le . In  th e  n e x t 
sec tion  I will u se  James K irk u p 's  fa ith fu l and  flu en t tra n s la tio n  of Memoirs 
d 'u n e  Fille R an g ee .
12. In  th e  in tro d u c tio n  to  The Second Sex de B eauvoir con ten d s th a t 
"w hen an  ind iv idua l (o r a  g roup  of ind iv iduals) is k ep t in  a  s itu a tio n  of 
in fe r io r ity , th e  fac t is th a t he is  in fe rio r . . . . Y es, women on th e  whole 
a re  to d ay  in fe r io r  to  men; th a t i s ,  th e ir  situa tion  a ffo rd s  them  few er 
p o ss ib ilitie s . T he question  is : should  th a t  s ta te  of a ffa irs  continue?" 
(x x x v i; de B eauvo ir 's  em p h asis).
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13. D eird re  B a ir’s  in tro d u c tio n  to th e  V intage Edition of P a rsh le y ’s 
tra n s la tio n  of T he Second Sex cites sev era l exam ples of c ritic s  fum ing 
ab o u t de B eauvo ir’s d isse rv ice  to  women in  w riting  th is  e ssa y . See T he 
Second Sex x ix -x x ; and  also Naomi G reene, " S a r tre , S ex u a lity , an d  The 
Second S e x ,"  Philosophy and  L ite ra tu re  4 (1980): 199-211. More ty p ica l, 
th o u g h , a re  a sse r tio n s  of th e  book 's pessimism as a  rec o rd  of sexism  
a g a in s t women, su ch  as in  Mary Lowenthal F e ls tin e r, "S eeing  T he Second 
Sex T h ro u g h  th e  Second W ave," Fem inist S tud ies 6 (1980): 247-276; Jean  
L eigh ton , Simone de B eauvoir on Woman 38-45, w here  th e  pessim ism  is 
exp lo red  w ith re fe ren c e  to de B eauvoir's au to b io g rap h y ; and  Carol 
A sch e r, " ’On C learing  th e  A ir' 84-103, especially  p . 87. Many of th ese  
c ritic a l assessm en ts  employ th e  term s "am bivalence" an d  "am biguity" 
w hich I also fin d  u se fu l, especially  g iven  de B eauvo ir’s E th ics of 
A m biguity . B u t odd ly , th e  am biguity , too, is  typ ica lly  held  ag a in s t h e r ,  
a s  i f  i t  w ere im ponderable th a t inconsistencies would a ris e  from  b e in g  fo r  
women b u t  a g a in s t th e ir  s i tu a t io n (s ) .
14. For a d iscussion  of th e  predom inance of au tob iograph ical n a rra tiv e s  in  
de B eauvo ir’s co rpus a f te r  she  tu rn s  f i f ty , see M arks, " T ra n sg re ss in g  
th e  ( In )c o n t( in )e n t B oundaries" 184.
15. Michele Le D oeuff's e s sa y , cited  n . 2 above, has p a rtic u la r ly  
in fluenced  my view th a t  de B eauvoir's e x is te n tia lis t fram ew ork rev ise s  
S a r tre a n  ex isten tia lism  in  im portant w ay s. De B eauvo ir 's  e x is te n tia lis t 
ideology func tions a s  a nonsystem  of th o u g h t, ill-eq u ip p ed  to deal w ith 
th e  system ic opp ressio n  of sexism  she  was s tu d y in g . . In  th is  w ay , it 
b e to k en s th e  d e riv a tiv e  a u th o rity  genera lly  a t  issu e  in  de B eauvo ir’s  
au thob iog raph ica l p ro je c t. Here i t  is  im portan t to s t r e s s  th a t  de 
B eauvo ir 's  e x is te n tia lis t fram ew ork d is ru p ts  simple no tions of o rig in a lity  
in  fav o r of o rig inal u se s  of ideas.
16. For a  d iscussion  of th e  d ifferences betw een  hum anist feminism an d  
g y n o cen tric  fem inism , and  th e  re la tiv e  w eaknesses of th e se  two p o sitio n s , 
see  I r is  Marion Y oung, "Humanism, G ynocentrism  and  Fem inist P o litic s ,"  
Women’s S tud ies In te rn a tio n a l Forum , 8 .3  (1985): 173-183. De B eauvo ir 's  
voice in  The Second Sex epitom izes th e  hum anist fem in ist's  in  h e r  rev o lt 
a g a in s t ,  and  concom itant den ig ra tion  o f, fem ininity  and  women's c u ltu re .
17. See G erda L e rn e r  on th e  m asculine b ias in  de B eauvo ir 's  conception  of 
h is to ry  in  "Women an d  H is to ry ,"  C ritical E ssays on Simone de B eauvoir 
154-168.
18. Ju d ith  B u tle r  makes th is  argum ent b rillian tly  in  "Sex an d  G ender in  
Simone de B eauvo ir 's  Second S ex ,"  Yale F rench  S tud ies 72: 35-49.
19. See c h a p te rs  tw en ty -sev en  th ro u g h  tw en ty -n in e  of D e ird re  B a ir , 
Simone de B eauvoir (New Y ork: Summit Books, 1990). P rov id ing  
c o n tex tu a l inform ation of th is  k ind  is th is  b io g rap h y 's  g re a te s t  u s e ;  on 
c e r ta in  m a tte rs , a s  c ritic s  have long n o ted , de B eauvoir is  s ile n t, h e r  
p re te n s io n s  to  h o n est and  to ta l se lf-rev e la tio n  n o tw ith s tan d in g . B u t th e  
b io g ra p h y 's  u se fu ln ess  is  sev ere ly  cu rta iled  because  de B eauvoir d id  
p ro v id e  so m uch inform ation abou t h e rse lf . B air seems to  me, a s  she
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fe a re d , to  "end  up  sim ply reh ash in g  [de B eauvoir's] own v ers io n  of h e r  
life ,"  only w ith few er sc ru p les  th an  de B eauvoir had  about th e  h is to ric ity  
of h e r  au tob iographical accounts (12) . Bair freq u e n tly  melds to g e th e r  
sn ip p e ts  from w ritings and in terv iew s sep a ra ted  b y  decades to  draw  h e r  
conclusions, w ithout considering  th e  attachm ents of de B eauvoir's 
au tob iograph ies to  th e ir  n a rra tiv e  c o n te x ts . This p rac tice  re n d e re d  h e r  
im pressively  re sea rch ed  b iog raphy  of little  value to  my in q u iry .
20. McCall makes n early  th is  same point when she sa y s , in  resp o n se  to 
Jean  L eigh ton 's accusation  of de B eauvoir's m isogyny, "B eauvoir’s 
c ritiq u e  of w hat she calls woman's complicity w ith h e r  s itua tion  is  in  p a r t  a 
c ritiq u e  of he rse lf"  (221). I ra th e r  perceive  th a t de B eauvoir's 
rapprochem ent w ith th e  women from whom she  d istances h e rse lf  in  h e r  
complicity theme comes mainly a t  th e  e ssa y 's  end  in  the  "L iberation" 
section .
21. For examples of "em ancipation" read ings see Okley 22-50; Keefe 31- 
36; and  R obert D. C o ttre ll, Simone de B eauvoir (New Y ork: F red erick  
U ngar Pub lish ing  Compnay, 1975) 1-18. For examples of "re la tionsh ip" 
read ings see Leighton 194-206; B a ir 's  b io g rap h y , c h ap te rs  1-10; and  
D eborah MacKeefe, "Zaza Mabille: Mission and  Motive in Simone de 
B eauvoir's Memoires," Contem porary L ite ra tu re  24 (1983): 204-221.
22. T hroughou t th is  section and th e  following ones I will make a 
d istinc tion  betw een de B eauvoir, th e  a u th o r /n a r ra to r  composing th e  
memoirs, an d  Simone, th e  p ro tagon ist whose life is be ing  au th o rized  in  
and b y  th e  te x t .  In  p a r t ,  de B eauvoir's own d is tan t objectification of h e r  
tex tu a l self calls fo r  my sh u ttlin g  back  and  fo rth  betw een th e  two. My aim 
is to explore  how th ese  memoirs constitu te  w riting  e v en ts  in  which de 
B eauvoir a t  th e  time of w riting  critica lly  in v estig a te s  th e  orig ins and  
p rac tice  of h e r  a u th o rsh ip . Her various au tho ria l p e rso n a e , g leaned from 
h e r  n a rra tiv e  s tra te g ie s , a re  th u s  as im portant to th is  analysis a s  th e  
g ir l, woman, and "femme ecrivain" h e r  au thob iographies re p re s e n t.
23. C ottre ll ex ag g e ra tes  Simone's b rea k  w ith h e r  fa th e r  (10). MacKeefe 
f i r s t  su g g ested  to  me th e  failed sym m etry th a t  ob tains betw een Zaza's 
campaign again st Simone's fa th e r  an d  Simone's campaign ag a in st Zaza's 
m other (208).
24. In  "A ttachm ent an d  Separation  in  Memoirs of a D utiful D a u g h te r ," Yale 
F rench  S tudies 72: 107-118, P o rtugues w rite s , "The overall movement of 
th e  book may indeed be seen  as w orking tow ard th e  w r ite r 's  detachm ent 
from h e r  early  re la tionsh ip  perceived  as bo th  omnipotent and  sym biotic, 
and  as a  s tru g g le  to come to term s w ith th e  double, paradoxical im pulse of 
attachm ent and  individuation" (114). I like P o rtu g u es ' em phasis on de 
B eauvoir's w orking o u t of a  problem  or q u an d ary . MacKeefe lays s tr e s s  
on de B eauvoir's claim in  La Force de l'Age abou t th e  "deb t"  th a t  Memoirs 
he lps h e r  d isch arg e—to Zaza, MacKeefe con tends, b u t a rg u ab ly  to th e  
family members who f i r s t  au tho rized  h e r ,  d esp ite  su b seq u en t conflicts 
(215-216).
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25. For o th e r  observations concerning de B eauvoir's irony  in  Memoirs see 
Keefe 32-33, and  C ottrell 8-9.
26. Jeanson makes the  in te re s tin g  point th a t the  p riv a te  d ia ry  w riting— 
and  b y  ex tension , the  inclusion of the  d ia ry -w ritin g  in  the  pub lished  
n a rra tiv e —distingu ishes de B eauvoir's adolescent preoccupation  w ith 
p u ttin g  h e rse lf  into question from h e r a d u lt, au thorial p rac tice  of se lf- 
dialogue: " [H ]e r ways of p u ttin g  h e rse lf into question , of laying h e rse lf 
open to  ou r most s tr in g e n t contesta tions, define h e r  real em ergence into 
adulthood: th is , b y  decisively ou tstrip p in g  an adolescent pose (fairly  
typical of the  'p e ti te  bourgeoisie ') m anifested b y  extrem e re ticence  
tow ard h e r  close friends and by  the  complete secrecy  in  which she w raps 
h e r  own dialogue with herse lf '' (104-105).
27. De B eauvoir's concerns w ith m aternity  will r e tu rn  in  th e  nex t section , 
fo r the  choice betw een (as she saw it)  production  and rep roduction  is 
more re levan t to th e  older Simone of La Force de l'Age th an  to the  child 
th a t Memoirs re -c re a te s .
28. In  the  in troduction  to Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Policial H istory 
of the  Novel (New York: Oxford U niversity  P re ss , 1987), A rm strong 
d iscusses h e r  aim to defamiliarize the  political rela tionsh ip  betw een 
domestic fiction  and  its  m iddle-class readersh ip  in  e ig h teen th -cen tu ry  
England. Her poin t is th a t bourgeois read e rs  now, like Simone, a re  
in h e rito rs  of the  "novelistic cu ltu re" begun two cen tu ries ago and  th u s 
ten d  not to question  the  class values and gender arrangem ents th a t 
domestic fic tion  helped to shape and empower.
29. For a h isto rical g round ing  of the  heroic fig u re  of th e  woman a u th o r, 
see Jane S pencer, T he Rise of the  Woman Novelist, from A phra Behn to 
Jane A usten  (O xford , UK: Basil Blackwell, 1986), especially ch ap te r 1. 
The fact th a t female au thorsh ip  had a place w ithin Simone's (and de 
B eauvoir's) ideology of fem ininity helps to mitigate th e  "emancipation" 
claimed fo r Simone a t  the  book's end . In  a sp irin g  to what was a lready  a 
cu ltu ra l co n s tru c t w ithin h e r received notions about feminine 
achievem ent, Simone does not have to rebe l against h e r  c la ss 's  to ta l 
p ic tu re  of r ig h t womanhood. In  th is connection i t  is usefu l to heed  D ebra 
R. Kaufman and B arbara  L. R ichardson 's observations about female 
achievem ent be ing  p red icated  f i r s t  on c u rre n t "constra in ts"  of g en d er: "A 
fundam ental prem ise of th is  book is th a t women a re  forced to re la te  to the  
educational and  occupational world (th e  a renas of public achievem ent) 
f i r s t  as members of a  subord inate  sex  and only secondarily  as individuals" 
( x ) ; "T hat achievem ent p rocess is re la ted  to all th e  ru les  of social 
change , especially  those  concerning power d ifferen tia ls . In  exam ining 
female achievem ent and th e  achievement p ro c e ss , we m ust alw ays keep in  
mind th a t cu ltu re  influences ou r values; h is to ry , our re fe ren ce  po in ts ; 
and  social s t ru c tu re , o u r options and  boundaries" (x i i) . In  Achievement 
and  Women: C hallenging th e  Assum ptions (New York: The F ree P re ss , 
1982).
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30. A lthough  I will b e  tra n s la tin g  in to  E nglish  c ited  p a ssa g e s  from  La 
Force de l fAge an d  La Force des C hoses I a n d  I I ,  I will r e fe r  to  th e se  
memoirs w ith th e  o rig ina l F ren ch  tit le s  (o r  a n  a b b re v ia tio n  of them ) s ince  
th e  su g g e s te d  E nglish  tit le s  (T he Prim e of Life a n d  T he  Force of 
C ircu m stan ce , re sp e c tiv e ly )  a re  su c h  po o r tra n s la tio n s .
31. T he "u se"  made of La Force de l’Age is  an  in te re s t in g  su b je c t, 
g row ing  more in te re s t in g  all th e  time th a n k s  to ongoing  re s e a rc h  in  female 
n a rra to lo g y . I sa y  female and  n o t fem inine d e lib e ra te ly , ta k in g  my cue 
from  fem in ist n a rra to lo g is ts  su c h  as S u san  W innett, who a rg u e s  th a t  th e  
connection  betw een  female sex u a lity  a n d  female te x tu a lity  is  a  spec ifica lly  
female p le a su re  w hich rem ains a lien  a n d  (canonically ) su b o rd in a te  to  a  
hegem onic male parad igm  of te x tu a l p le a s u re . W innett's  most b asic  p o in t 
is  th a t  we—women and  m en—have been  tra in e d  n o t to  ev en  h e a r  o r feel le t 
a lone valo rize  female rh y th m s in  n a r ra t iv e . See "Coming U n s tru n g : 
Women, Men, N a rra tiv e , an d  P rinc ip les of P le a su re ,"  PMLA 105 (1990): 
505-518. C ritic s  of de B eauvo ir as d iv e rse  a s  T e r ry  Keefe an d  R o b ert 
C o ttre ll re a d  La Force de l'A ge b y  h u g g in g  th e  sa fe  w alls of i ts  
p redom inan t them es—life , w ritin g , w a r, d e a th —w ithou t v e n tu r in g  in to  
th e  ro llin g  w a te rs  of i ts  form , e x p re ss iv e  of de B eau v o ir 's  su b je c t position  
a s  a  w r ite r .  In d ee d , th is  te x t ,  like m any of G e rtru d e  S te in 's ,  p ro v id e s  a  
case  s tu d y  fo r  c ritic a l in a tten tio n  to "d iso rd e rly "  o r  "u n ru ly "  n a rra tiv e  
form s b y  women. In  th is  connection , see  my d iscu ssio n  below on  th e  
d ereg lem en t o f h e r  p e rc ep tio n  o f re a lity  w hich de  B eauvo ir deem s 
n e c e s sa ry  to  h e r  w ritin g  p ro je c t.
32. In  h e r  P ro logue de  B eauvo ir invokes two male l i te ra ry  f ig u re s  a s  
exam ples of a u to b io g ra p h e rs  w hose acco u n ts  of them selves as in d iv id u a ls  
s e rv e  to  "e c la ire r" th e  lives o f o th e rs :  Samuel P ep y s a n d  Je a n -Ja c q u e s  
R o u sseau . T h is  te x t 's  com parison w ith R o u sseau 's  C onfessions is  
esp ec ia lly  in te re s t in g . Both n a rra tio n s  w a n d e r, a s  b o th  a u th o rs  w ere  
p h y s ic a lly  fond  of w alk ing  from place to  p lace . R o u sseau 's  a cc o u n t, 
h o w ev er, took  sev en  y e a rs  to w rite , an d  i ts  second  h a lf  is p ro g re s s iv e ly  
p a ra n o id . De B eau v o ir 's  tak e s  little  more th a n  a  y e a r  to  w rite , a n d  i ts  
d iffu sio n  in  P a r t  II s ig n ifie s  th e  n a r r a to r 's  s t r e n g th  a n d  new -found  
p u rp o se  a s  a  w r i te r .  M oreover, R ousseau  was fo n d  of e x c u s in g , 
ju s t ify in g , a n d  above a ll , ex p o sin g  h im self; de B eauvo ir ex cu se s  an d  
ju s tif ie s  l i t t le —h e r  ex p lan a tio n s exp la in  w ithout th e  aim to expose  a ll. De 
B eauvo ir a p p e a rs  to re c a s t  th e  R ousseau ian  n a r ra t iv e  in  a fem inine m ode, 
w here  d iv ag a tio n s from  th e  conversion  a n d  m in i-p lo ts move th e  fo cu s of 
te x t  beyond  th e  u n ita ry  in te re s ts  of an  ind iv idua l an d  beyond  th e  
b o u n d a rie s  o f th e  lin ea rly  developed form .
33. T he fa c t th a t  de B eauvo ir is  not consciously  w re s tlin g  w ith  th e  
in flu en ce  of g e n d e r  on w hat sh e  has to  sa y  ab o u t a u th o rsh ip  w eig h ts  th e  
ro le  o f in te rp re ta t io n  in  my a n a ly s is . T h is  w eight su its  me, ho w ev er, 
s ince  all th e  c h a p te rs  in te n d  to  dem onstra te  a c ts  o f c ritic a l o v e rre a d in g  in  
o rd e r  to  expose  w hat th e  a u th o b io g rap h ie s  say  ab o u t a u th o rs h ip . 
M oreover, th e  freedom  from  a rg u m en ts  o f in te n tio n a lity  f re e s  me from  
in s is t in g  on th e  exclu sive  re lev an ce  o f de  B eau v o ir 's  c ritiq u e  to  h e r  
in d iv id u a l life , a  r e s u l t  wholly in  k e ep in g  w ith  h e r  la te - in - life  se n se  of 
h e rs e lf  a s  one-am ong-m any.
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34. Most s tu d e n ts  of de B eauvoir d raw  a tte n tio n  to h e r  em phasis on 
comm unication w ith  r e a d e r s , w hich became more p ro n o u n ced  a s  sh e  ag ed  
a n d , co inc iden ta lly , a s  sh e  tu rn e d  from l ite ra tu re  to  fem inist ac tiv ism . In  
fa c t , h e r  la s t  au to b io g rap h y , T out Compte F a it , c loses w ith  th is  
affirm ation , "I w anted  to  make m yself e x is t fo r  o th e rs  b y  co n v ey in g , a s  
d ire c tly  a s  I cou ld , th e  ta s te  of my own life : I have more o r less 
su cceed ed . I have  some th o ro u g h -g o in g  enem ies, b u t  I have  a lso  made 
m any f r ie n d s  among my re a d e rs .  I a sk ed  no more" (463) . In  Simone de 
B eauvoir an d  th e  Limits of Commitment ( C am bridge: C am bridge U n iv e rs ity  
P re s s ,  1981) Anne W hitm arsh co n sid ers  de  B eauvo ir 's  re a d e r -  
consciousness w ith  p a r t ic u la r  s u b tle ty . W hitm arsh c ites  de B eauvo ir as  
sa y in g  th a t  l i te ra tu re  can accom plish i ts  fu n c tio n  in  c u ltu re  w hen th e  
w r ite r  " rev ea ls  him self to  o th e r  ind iv idua ls who a re  a t  one a n d  th e  same 
time bound  u p  w ith  each  o th e r  an d  e n tire ly  se p a ra te " (my e m p h a s is ) . 
W hitm arsh implies th a t  th e  indiv idualism  of th is  th e o ry  is  re  v is io n a ry : it 
occludes th e  idea  of th e  autonom ous a u th o r . De B eauvoir conceives of 
"m any o n e -to -o n e  re la tio n sh ip s"  betw een  h e rse lf  and  re a d e r s ;  sh e  in s is ts  
on a  p lane  of equal connection  an d  re sp o n s iv en e ss  w ith  re a d e rs  wholly 
alien  to S a r t r e 's  p re fe r re d  v ision  of "a  one-to -m any  re la tio n sh ip "  betw een  
him self a n d  re a d e rs  en  m asse. "T he r e s u l t ,"  sa y s  W hitm arsh, " is to  make 
l i te ra tu re  th e  epitom e of th e  communication of [hu]m an  w ith  l 'a u t r e " (92- 
93). T he n e x t sec tion  will in v e s tig a te  in te n s iv e ly  th e  ro le  of re a d e rs  in  de 
B eau v o ir 's  re -v is io n  of a u th o rs h ip .
35. S ee , fo r  exam ple, th e  en d  to  p a r t  I: "Y et a g a in , th is  accoun t in  no 
way p re s e n ts  its e lf  a s  a n  ex p lana tion . A nd even  if I u n d e rto o k  i t ,  i t  is  in  
g re a t  p a r t  b ecau se  I know  th a t  one can n e v e r  know oneself b u t  can only 
rec o u n t oneself (418).
36. In  t r u th ,  th is  d isco v ery  is  a  false  one , more so u g h t a f te r  th e  fac t o f 
de B eauvo ir’s  a u th o riza tio n  th a n  p u rs u e d  b e fo re  i t .  I would s u g g e s t  th a t  
th e  d isco v ery  of som ething to  sa y  o v e rw rite s  th e  is su e  of th e  d isc o v e ry  of 
a  voice to  sa y  som eth ing , w hich is rea lly  a t is su e  in  La Force de  l 'A g e . I 
will r e tu r n  to th e  q u estio n  of S im one 's/de  B eau v o ir 's  v o ice (s)  in  th e  
second  h a lf  of th is  an a ly sis  w hen c o n sid erin g  Sim one's p a ra ly s is  ow ing to 
h e r  (g e n d e r)  con fused  se n se  of autonom y. Late in  life , de B eauvo ir 
seem s to  have  e ra se d  all memory of h e r  se a rc h  fo r  a  top ic  o r a vo ice , a s  
th e se  rem ark s in  h e r  in te rv iew  w ith  Helene Wenzel show : "You w rite  
b ecau se  th e re  is  som ething you  w ant to  e x p re s s ,  no t so m uch in  o rd e r  to 
compete w ith men—a t leas t in  my case  I n e v e r  fe lt  th a t .  A nd I th in k  th a t  
fo r  most women, w hen th e y  w rite  im portan t b o o k s, th e y  d o n 't  do i t  in  
o rd e r  to  s u p p o r t  a  cause  b u t  to  e x p re ss  w hat th e y  have  to  s a y . T h e  
d e s ire  to  communicate e x p e rie n c e , th a t  is  som ething  in  its e lf ;  th e y  do i t  
well—o r b a d ly —as th ey  can , b u t  I d o n 't  see  a t  all th a t  th e re  is  an y  
q u estio n  of pow er th e r e ,  an d  I d o n 't  be lieve  th a t  th e re  is"  (1 1 ).
37. A ten s io n  ob ta in s from  them atiz ing  to ta lity  in  a te x t  w hich w orks 
th ro u g h  frag m en ts  an d  d isso c ia ted  a n e c d o te s . I have  rep lica ted  th is  
ten s io n  in  my an a ly sis  b y  ca lling  my a sse ssm en t of th e  te x t 's  form  a 
re a d in g  of th e  whole while a cc en tin g  i ts  piecem eal, n o n -to ta lizab le
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to ta lity . I t  is  a s if  de B eauvoir's ru sh  to say  all w ere in tended  to 
u n d ersco re  th e  im possibility of say in g  all b y  calling a tten tio n  to  th e  
p ro fusion  of w ords w hich, a s she well knew , could n ev e r more th an  
approxim ate the  experience  th ey  re p re se n t.
38. De B eauvoir fran k ly  acknow ledges h e r  "manie" concern ing  h e r  to u rs , 
which in  tu rn  b e a r  on h e r  mania fo r deta iling  them to excess in  h e r  
n a rra tio n . In  an  e x tra o rd in a ry  passage  w here th e  body  and  a r t  connect 
in  h e r  penchan t fo r ex cess , she w rites : "I took all th e  more p lea su re  in  
u tiliz ing  my body up  to th e  limits of its  fo rc e s , and  in  th e  most ingenious 
ways possib le ; on th e  ro ad , to  economize, I stopped  ca rs  and  tru c k s ;  in  
th e  m ountains, scram bling across ro ck s , ru sh in g  down fallen  ro c k s , I 
in v en ted  sh o r tc u ts ;  each  walk was an  object of a r t"  (108-9).
39. A nother a u th o r who makes ample use  of d ia ry  e n tr ie s  in  a  memoir is 
Lillian Heilman in  An U nfinished Woman. Heilman shows a se n s itiv ity  like 
de B eauvoir's to th e  flu id ity  connecting  p a s t and  p re se n t in  th a t 
au tob iog raphy , and  to the  flu id ity  of id en tity  as well—b o th  h e rs  "in  
itse lf"  and  th e  id en tity  she  fe lt w ith h e r c losest fr ien d s  abou t whom she  
w rite s . Ju s t  as c ritic s  tu rn  to de B eauvoir fo r inform ation on S a r tre , so 
too th ey  tu rn  to Heilman fo r inform ation on Dashiell Hammett, less 
generously  p rov ided . Heilman's memoir is  about connections w ith o th e rs , 
b u t she  re s is ts  the  appellation of b iog raphy : "I will n e v e r w rite  th a t 
b iog raphy  [of Hammett] because  I cannot w rite  about my c lo ses t, my most 
beloved fr ie n d . And m aybe, too, because all those questions th ro u g h  all 
th e  th ir ty -o n e  on and  off y e a rs , and  the  sometime a n sw ers , got m uddled, 
and  life changed fo r  b o th  of u s  and  th e  questions and  answ ers became one 
in  th e  e n d , flowing to g e th e r from th e  days w hen I was young  to th e  days 
when I was m iddle-aged. And so th is  will be  no a ttem pt a t  a  b io g rap h y  of 
Samuel Dashiell Hammett . . . "  (224). Heilman's u se  of a flow ing, 
b o u n d a ry -p a ss in g  sen tence  to  e x p re ss  th is  idea is  analogous to th e  formal 
significance of de B eauvoir's anecdotally  excessive  an d  d ig ressiv e  
trea tm en t of h e r  au tho riza tion  in  La Force de l 'A g e .
40. While th e re  is  an obvious contrad iction  in  a u th o rs  tu rn in g  a g a in s t th e  
ideology of individualism  th a t  su p p o rts  th e ir  p ro fessio n —prim arily  
th ro u g h  sa fe -g u a rd in g  th e  un iqueness and  o rig inality  of w orks in  th e  
in te g r ity  of th e  s ig n a tu re —critics of de B eauvoir occasionally assum e th a t 
h e r  indiv idual revo lt ag a in st bourgeois individualism  is complete and  th en  
rep ro ach  h e r  fo r i t .  Rene G ira rd , fo r exam ple, sa y s , "Mme. de B eauvoir 
constan tly  po in ts out how much idealism . . . how much of th e  bourgeois 
was still p re se n t in  h e r  revo lt ag a in st th e  bourgeo isie . We n e v er qu ite  
manage to u n d e rs ta n d  w hen and  how th e  a u th o r finally  r id  h e rse lf  of th e  
d isease  b u t we know th a t  th e  cu re  m ust have been  su ccessfu l and  
complete" (88; G ira rd 's  em phasis). The possib ility  th a t  as  a female de 
B eauvoir n e v e r began  w ith a  sense  of h e r  d is tin c t and  so lita ry  
ind iv idua lity  a p p a ren tly  n e v e r occurs to G ira rd .
41. In  B a ir 's  1982 in terv iew  of de Beauvoir pub lished  in  The Female 
A u to g rap h , de B eauvoir ind icates th a t w hat makes h e r  life p e rtin e n t to 
h e r  re a d e rs  is  p rec ise ly  h e r  a tten tio n  to h e r  place w ithin society : "In  my 
au tob iog raphy , I tr ie d  to give meaning to my life , to  make sense  of i t  no t
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only fo r  m yself b u t fo r  my r e a d e r s , and  th en  to show th e  m eaning i t  had  
in  re la tio n sh ip  to th e  la rg e r  w orld . To show , fo r  exam ple, i ts  re la tionsh ip  
to  o th e rs  of my c la s s . To show—I d o n 't know—rela tio n sh ip s  to  many 
th in g s , to  do more th a n  ju s t give a  d a y -b y -d a y  acco u n t. To do more th a n  
to sa y , 'I  d id  th is ,  my fa th e r  did  th a t ,  my m other was like th is ,  etc.*  I 
t r ie d  to  go beyond  my own p a rtic u la r  case an d  to  speak  fo r  m yself a s  one 
w ith in  my c lass and  my soc iety . I th in k  th a t is th e  reaso n  th e se  Memoirs 
have  b een  of su ch  in te re s t  to so many people , p a rtic u la rly  in  F rance" 
(242).
42. T he fu ll quotation  abou t Simone's need  to be  a t th e  c e n te r  of h e r  life 
comes well befo re  th e  euphoric  account of th e  M arseille so jo u rn . I t r e a d s ,  
"My morale re q u ire d  th a t I live a t th e  c e n te r  of my life while 
spon taneously  I p re fe r re d  a n /o th e r  ex is tence  to my own: in  o rd e r  to  
re s to re  w ithout tr ic k e ry  my equilibrium , i t  was n e c e ssa ry  fo r  me, I 
rea lized , to u n d e rta k e  a  long  work" (78) . De B eauvoir will d iscu ss  a t 
len g th  in  La Force des Choses how essen tia l h e r  w ork (t r a v a il) is  to  h e r  
equ ilib rium . A t th is  ju n c tu re , how ever, she  reco u n ts  Simone's inab ility  
to  w ork a t  w ritin g , an d  th e  im plication is  th a t  su c h  w ork d ep en d s on b e in g  
a t  th e  c e n te r  of h e r  life . The u se  of th e  w ord " spontan6m ent" is 
in te re s tin g  in  th a t  de B eauvoir does not p ro b e  fo r  th e  g en d ered  con tex t of 
h e r  p re fe re n c e  fo r  an  o th e r  (a u tr e ) e x is ten ce . I am draw ing  a tte n tio n  to 
th e  cond ition ing  beh ind  th is  p re fe re n c e , b u t no t in  an  e ffo rt to  to ta lly  
d isc re d it i t .  When in  M arseille, Simone indeed  lives a t  th e  c e n te r  of h e r  
life , and  is  qu ite  lite ra lly  in  an o th e r ex is ten ce  th e re .  B u t th e  fac t th a t  
w hat she  accom plishes th e re  is autonom y w ithin re la tio n sh ip  r a th e r  th a n  
w ritte n  w ork  should  show th a t a  balance betw een th e  two ex trem es—liv ing  
fo r  h e rs e lf , liv ing  fo r  o th e rs —was n ecessa ry  b e fo re  she  found  a voice to 
w ork  a t  an d  a u th o riz e .
43. In  Une Mort T re s  Douce (A V ery Easy D eath ) de B eauvoir em phasizes 
th e  l ib e ra tin g  ro le  of reason  an d  logical exp lanation  in  h e r  l ife . While h e r  
"woolly-m inded" m other a d h e red  to  " th e  genera l op in ion ,"  Simone took 
" th e  road  of a rgum en t, d isp u ta tio n ,"  w hich led  h e r  to confidence in  
h e rs e lf  an d  to p e rsp ec tiv e  on th e  p a ra ly s is  of women w ith in  bourgeo is 
c u ltu re . De B eauvoir lam ents h e r  m other's lack  of "d o c tr in e ,"
"co n c e p ts ,"  even  "w ords" w ith w hich to reason  th ro u g h  h e r  s itu a tio n  
(4 2 ). Jean  B ethke E lsh tain  d iscu sses  th e  re la tiv e  m erits and  liab ilities of 
th is  accen t on ra tional speech  w ithin  "a [fem inist] movement tow ard  social 
c la r ity  and  self-com prehension" (605). While h e rse lf  d ev ia tin g  from  th is  
k in d  of ob jec tify ing  sp eech , a ccen tin g  its  lim itations, an d  ev en  
p o sition ing  h e rse lf  a g a in s t rig o ro u s self-com prehension  in  La Force de 
l 'A g e , de B eauvoir n e v e r w ithdraw s h e r  su p p o r t fo r  women's u se  of 
trad itio n a lly  m asculine argum enta tion  fo r  th e ir  own e n d s .
44. I was p leased  to read  H ew itt's a rticu la tio n  of a  problem atic  I h ad  long  
b een  puzzled  b y  b u t  had  no t y e t genera lly  fo rm ula ted . H ew itt's aim in  h e r  
de  B eauvoir c h a p te r  is  to examine in  th e  memoirs " th e  moments w hen . . . 
o rd e r  b re a k s  down, w hen th e  tra c e  of a  'fem inine' p ro cess  r u p tu re s  h e r  
( 'm ascu line ') au tob iograph ical p ro jec t. H er am bivalence tow ard  th e  
bourgeo isie  will b e  re a d  no t only  as a  class issu e  b u t  a s  a  d isplacem ent of 
g e n d e r qu estio n s"  (7 ) . I su s p e c t, how ever, th a t  Hewitt overestim ates de
264
B eauvoir's in tentions when she identifies in  the  " ru p tu re s '1 "the  sign  of 
th e  iron ic , l ite ra ry , feminine w orkings of a te x t th a t w eaves and u n rave ls 
its  own necessa ry  co n stru c tio n s. Feminine is to be  read  h e re  as th e  trace  
of a  problem atic in te rfe rence  in  the  te x t , as de B eauvoir's scandalous 
undoing of h e r  own masculine vision" (16-17). I ra th e r  th in k  th a t de 
B eauvoir's v igo r—physically , tex tually—in ad v erten tly  d eco n stru c ts  th e  
rhe to rica l scaffolding of h e r  life-exp lanations. M oreover, I hope to make 
clear in  my analysis the  undesirab ility  of to tally  w ishing away the  
m asculine vision of autonomy de Beauvoir fe lt she  needed to be au thorized  
in  a  l ite ra ry  world committed to au thorizing  only "original" ta le n ts .
45. Leighton calls th is  claim of de B eauvoir's "d isingenuous,"  which is not 
m erely an understa tem ent b u t a m isstatem ent of th e  problem s de Beauvoir 
is g rapp ling  w ith h e re . A ttacks on de B eauvoir's s in cerity  ignore the  
rh e to ric  of evasion th a t se rv es a p ro tec tive  function ; fo r  de Beauvoir 
cannot p recisely  reason  th rough  h e r  proxim ity to the  fem inine, h e r  desire  
to escape its  tra p s , and h e r  recognition of the  s tre n g th s  of a  feminine 
identification—in p a rticu la r, the  resistance  to indiv idualistic  autonomy 
w ith which i t  p rovides h e r.
46. T his is a  valuable clarification, answ ering  as i t  does M iller's troub ling  
question  about exceptional women who take masculine paradigm s of se lf­
defin ition  (including  autonomous agency) as th e ir  own: "The question  one 
m ust now ask  is w hether the  s to ry  of a woman who sees conventional 
female self-defin ition  as a tex t to be rew ritten , who re fu ses  the  
in scrip tion  of h e r  body as the  ultim ate t ru th  of h e r  se lf, to become, if not 
a  man, an  exceptional woman (hence like a m an), is  a s to ry  significantly  
d iffe ren t from th a t of a  man who becomes an exceptional man?
(P articu la rly  in  th is  instance of fig u res who became exceptional by  v ir tu e  
of th e ir  w ritin g )" (266-67).
47. De Beauvoir is  annoyed b y  the  sexism in h e ren t in  th e  p e rp e tu a l 
in te re s t  in  h e r  choice to be  an  au th o r w ithout ch ild ren  in  Josee D ayan's 
film of h e r: "I have often  been reproached  fo r not having  had ch ild ren , 
while no one has dreamed of reproach ing  you [S a rtre ]  fo r  not hav ing  had 
a n y , although it is as normal fo r a  man as fo r a woman to have child ren  
and  one can love them as much as a fa th e r  as one can as a m other. But 
th e  rep roach  has been leveled uniquely  a t me because it  is though t th a t a 
woman w riter [femme ecrivain ] is f ir s t  of all a  woman, who amuses h e rse lf 
b y  w riting , which is  not t r u e . . . (79-80).
48. In  Une Mort T res Douce de B eauvoir's analysis of h e r  m other's se lf­
containm ent in s is ts  th a t Frangoise’s emotional in su la rity  from o th ers  
devolves from h e r  intellectual close-m indedness: "In  actual doing she  
made ev e ry  sacrifice , b u t h e r feelings did not take  h e r  out of h e rse lf . 
B esides, how could she have tr ie d  to u n d e rs tan d  me since she avoided 
looking into h e r  own heart?  As fo r d iscovering  an  a ttitu d e  th a t would not 
have se t u s a p a r t , no th ing  in  h e r  life had  ev er p rep a red  h e r  fo r such  a  
th in g : the  unexpected  sen t h e r  into a  pan ic , because she  had been ta u g h t 
n ev e r to th in k , act o r feel excep t in  a ready-m ade framework" (68). While 
th e  in te llectual bias of these claims is  c lear, it  s tre n g th e n s  th e  im pression 
given th a t w hat separa ted  de Beauvoir from h e r  m other was an  a ttitu d e , a
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d isposition , and  not som ething e ssen tia l, like th e  "v ita lity ” th a t  sh e  
knows th e y  sh a re . T his revelation  gives the  e n tire  n a rra tiv e  a  po ignancy  
found now here else in  h e r  au to b io g rap h ies .
49. For a tho rough  assessm ent of de B eauvoir’s  re s is tan ce  to  th e  ideology 
of m otherhood, see Yolanda P a tte rso n ’s Simone de B eauvoir an d  th e  
D em ystification of M otherhood, especially  the  la s t two c h a p te rs .
P a tte rso n  affirm s th a t de Beauvoir was in te re s te d  in  overth row ing  th e  
p a tr ia rc h a l g en d er system  which depends on women's en trapm ent no t ju s t  
in  th e  p rac tice  of m othering b u t in  th e  e th ic  of m othering as well. But 
P a tte rso n ’s choice of a  p ic tu re  of m other Frangoise an d  baby  Simone on 
the  d u s t cover of h e r  book ind icates h e r  large ly  su b tex tu a l aw areness th a t  
de B eauvo ir's  theo ries form in reaction  to  ambivalence abou t h e r  p rim ary  
model of m otherhood. C annily , P a tte rso n  acknow ledges th a t  de B eauvoir 
ra ised  th e  question  of reconciling  feminism and  m otherhood (and  h e r  own 
feminism and  h e r  own re la tionsh ip  w ith h e r  m other) w ithout o ffe rin g  any  
so lu tions, and  quotes de Beauvoir say in g , " I t 's  not up  to me to p rov ide  
so lu tions fo r people and  people should  not expect solutions from  me” 
(P a tte rso n  299).
50. Im portan tly , th e  reconciliation of public  ambition and m otherhood in  
th e  Supermom fig u re  of th e  e igh ties has not p roceeded  sm oothly. This 
fac t endows de B eauvoir’s w ary personal belief in  th e  n ecess ity  of 
choosing betw een w ork and home w ith a ce rta in  p resc ien ce . See 
Hochschild w ith M achung on the  sub jec t of th e  second sh ift of w ork a t 
home th a t women in even th e  most "politically co rrec t"  re la tionsh ip s find  
them selves doing . The Utne R eader even  devoted an  issu e  to  exp lo ring  
th is  sub jec t of fe rv e n t in te re s t  to women acro ss  economic and  rac ia l lines 
in  N orth  America (No. 38, 1990).
51. In  s tre s s in g  th e  se lf-s ty le d  flu id ity  of de B eauvoir's p ro se  in  th is  and  
th e  la s t au th ob iog raphy , I am implicitly co un te ring  those  c r it ic s— 
includ ing  de B eauvoir h e rse lf—who oppose h e r  s ty le  and its  m essage to 
those  of e c r itu re  feminine (see  Iren e  Pag& s). J u s t  a s  de B eauvoir's 
conflict betw een autonom y and  re la tionsh ip  in  La Force de l'A ge can be 
''fem inized” b y  accoun ting  fo r  a  p e rs is te n t if  tran sm u ted  iden tification  
w ith h e r  m other, so too h e r  w riting  in  th e  te x t can b e  seen  a s  ''fem inized” 
in  i ts  re jection  of linear p a tte rn in g  and  plot reso lu tion  th a t ty p ify  
m asculine n a rra tiv e s . T his s ta tem en t, of co u rse , co n trad ic ts  de 
B eauvo ir's  own unw avering  position th a t th e re  is no th ing  essen tia lly  
d iffe ren t betw een women's and  m en's w ritin g . To th e  end  of h e r  life she 
denied  th e  cred ib ility  and  desirab ility  of e c r itu re  feminine as F rench  
women th e o ris ts  in  th e  1970s and  '80s prom ulgated i t .  In  th e  in terv iew  
w ith Wenzel de B eauvoir sa id , "O h, I am not in  sym pathy w ith [e c r itu re  
fem inine] a t  a ll. We need  to  s tea l th e  tools, women have to  tak e  b ack  the  
tool th a t is  language, b u t  women cannot rem ake language. No more th a n  
th e  p ro le ta ria t who w ants th e  s ta te  to w ither away can rem ake o u r 
consc iousness. . . .  Of course  a  woman will m ark h e r  w ork w ith  h e r  
fem aleness, because  sh e 's  a  woman and  because  w hen one w rites one 
w rites w ith one 's e n tire  b e in g . So a  woman will w rite  w ith h e r  whole 
b e in g , and  th e re fo re  w ith  h e r  fem aleness too. But to  feel th e  need  to  p lay  
gam es, to  cu t w ords u p , fo r exam ple, I d o n 't like th a t a t a ll, I don’t  find
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it  th e  s lig h te s t b it in te re s tin g "  (11 ). N ev erth e le ss , in  th is  same in te rv iew  
de B eauvoir affirm s h e r  p re fe ren c e  fo r  h e r  au tob iog raph ies among all h e r  
books. And h e r  comments abou t th is  p re fe re n c e  su g g e s t th a t  it is  owing 
to th e  acu te  "fem aleness" of th e  w ritin g . She s a y s , "And th e n  I rea lly  
like my au to b io g rap h y , because  I fee l th a t th e  ensem ble of my 
au tob iograph ical w orks wholly complements and  com pletes my position  on 
women" (10-11). B eatrice  Slama accen ts  p rec ise ly  th is  "fem aleness" in  de 
B eauvo ir's  p ro jec t of "se  d i r e ,"  d e sc rib in g  i ts  s ty le  as b e in g  m arked b y  
fem inine rh y th m s: " [ I ] t  is o ften  in  th e  rh y th m  of a  p h ra s e , of a p a g e , th a t 
th e  moment is  to rn  from its  'con tingence ' and  th e  trem bling  of d e s ire , th e  
unsayab le  jouissance of a woman, th e  incommunicable of th e  ra p p o r t w ith 
th e  o th e r , th e  inaccessib le  of d e re lic tio n , of absence  a re  m odulated" (167; 
my t ra n s la t io n ) . De B eauvo ir's  se lf-consc iously  flu id  s ty le  in  La Force de 
l'A ge and  La Force des C hoses—to which th e re  has been  so much 
re s is ta n c e  am ongst c r itic s—lends su p p o rt to Slama's m inority  p o sitio n .
52. De B eauvo ir's  focus on th e  re a d e r  should  be  d iffe ren tia te d  from 
B a rth e s 's  p roposed  re a d e r  in  "The D eath of th e  A uthor" whose te x t-  
m aking p u rp o rte d ly  su p p la n ts  th e  a u th o r 's  ro le as w ork-m aker. While 
bo th  sacrifice  th e  u n ify in g  function  of th e  a u th o r , de B eauvoir y e t 
ind ica tes h e r  in te re s te d n e ss  in  a u th o rin g  b y  h e r  em phasis th ro u g h o u t La 
Force des Choses on h e r  w ork ( t ra v a il) ,  d iscu ssed  below . P eggy  Kamuf, 
am ongst o th e rs , has called a tten tio n  to  th e  ten d en cy  w ith in  th e  B a rth es  
e ssa y  to  r e a s s e r t  au th o ria l con tro l over tex tu a l in te rp re ta tio n  ju s t  w hen 
th a t a u th o r  is  p re s e n tin g  h is v ision  of re a d e rly  w ritin g  ( S ig n a tu re  6-12) . 
De B eauvoir much more honestly  env isions a  cooperative  v e n tu re  betw een  
a u th o r  an d  re a d e r :  "A book is  a collective ob jec t: re a d e rs  c o n tr ib u te  as 
much a s  th e  a u th o r  to  i ts  creation" ( I I ,  6 0 ). Such nego tia tion  ty p ifie s  th e  
fem inine model of p rob lem -reso lu tion  Carol Gilligan has in v e s tig a te d  and  
docum ented in  In  a  D ifferen t V oice.
53. In  th is  connection , see th e  e x tra o rd in a ry  accoun t in  th e  d ia ry  
e x c e rp ts  abou t de B eauvo ir's  co rrespondence  w ith Joan , a y o u n g  
u n iv e rs ity  s tu d e n t ( I I , 171-179).
54. A lthough S a r tre  in tro d u ced  de B eauvoir to  H eideggerian  
phenom enology, ju d g in g  from th e ir  re sp ec tiv e  questions ab o u t a u th o rsh ip  
in  th e ir  au tob iog raph ies it a p p ea rs  th a t de B eauvoir p ro ce ssed  th a t 
ph ilosophy’s c ritiq u e  of su b jec tiv ity  more fu lly  th a n  S a r tre . I can h e a r  
th e  echo of H eidegger in  de B eauvo ir's  em phasis on th e  co -c rea tion  of 
te x ts  w ith re a d e rs  and  on te x tu a l rep re se n ta tio n  of a world u n c o n stra in ed  
b y  sub jectiv ism . To th e  e x te n t th a t  she  rem ains a devotee of 
re p re se n ta tio n , how ever, and  committed to th e  in te llec tua l life of th e  
m ind, de B eauvoir shows h e rse lf  to be  not com pletely co n v erted .
55. De B eauvo ir's  rep u ta tio n  as a  ra tio n a lis t d e riv e s  from  th e  
em ancipatory  e ffec t o f h e r  speech  in  T he Second S ex , v e ry  d iffe re n t in  
s ty le  from  th a t in  h e r  la te r  au th o b io g rap h ie s . I t  is  most common to view 
h e r  a s  committed to th e  p ro jec t of ra tio n a l sp eech , as defined  h e re  b y  Jean  
B ethke E lsh ta in : "an  e y es-o p en , t ru th - te l l in g  passio n  a g a in s t 'th e  pow ers 
th a t  be* and  'th e  cen so rs  w ith in ' [which se rv e s  a s] one em ancipatory
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window in to  th e  fu tu re "  (605). De B eauvo ir's  discom fort in  1962 w ith 
view ing h e r  speech  a c ts  as tran sfo rm ative  may have stemmed from  h e r  
sen se  of h e r  en trapm en t as an  a u th o r  in  th e  c u r re n t  political 
a rra n g em e n ts . She was u n c e rta in  w he ther o r no t sh e  cou ld , a s  E lsh ta in  
th e o riz e s , "move . . . th e  su b jec t in to  th e  w orld w ithout lock ing  h e r  in to  
th e  term s of ongoing social a rran g m en ts"  (616; E lsh ta in 's  em p h asis). One 
way I believe h e r  au th o b io g rap h y  does tran sfo rm  th e  w orld is  in  
tran sfo rm in g  th e  d isco u rse  th ro u g h  w hich we c o n s tru c t th e  w orld: 
specifica lly , a lte r in g  th e  m eaning of a u th o r ity  as a  concept as it  inform s 
a n  in d iv id u a lis t ideology of a u th o rs h ip .
56. Here I am re fu tin g  th e  conclusions of Y oung abou t de B eauvo ir's  
hum anist feminism w hich a re  b ased  s tr ic t ly  on h e r  re a d in g  of T he Second 
S e x . O v erread in g  de B eauvoir's to ta l au th o b io g rap h y  leads to  th e  
recogn ition  of h e r  c ruc ia l involvem ent in  g y n o cen tric  feminism a t  i ts  
incep tion .
57. In  a  fasc in a tin g  1979 in terv iew  w ith Alice Ja rd in e , de B eauvoir 
a rtic u la te s  h e r  la te - in -life  sense  of th e  com parative a d v an tag es  and  
d isad v an tag es of women's "accomodation" in  system s an d  in s titu tio n s  of 
a u th o r ity . H er w ords h e re  a re  all th e  more in te re s tin g  in  lig h t of th e  
common ten d en cy  to categorize  h e r  th eo ries  and  p rac tic e  as 
accom odationist. I e x c e rp t a t len g th  re lev an t p a r ts  of de B eauvo ir's  
ex ten d ed  comment because  i t  shows how th e  them e of com plicity, a s she  
e x p re sse d  i t  a s  a p ra c tic in g  a u th o r in  La Force des C h o ses. evolved once 
sh e  moved beyond  au th o rsh ip  in  h e r  w ork:
S . B .:  . . . .D o  you have to  join th e  system  o r not? On th e  one 
h a n d , if  you d o n 't , you r is k  be ing  in e ffec tu a l. B u t if  you  do , from  
th a t  moment on , you place feminism a t  th e  se rv ice  of a  system  w hich 
you w ant to tak e  a p a r t ;  b ecause  fo r  me an d  my f r ie n d s  a t  le a s t, 
feminism is one way of a tta c k in g  socie ty  as it  now e x is ts .
T h e re fo re , i t 's  a  rev o lu tio n a ry  movement . . . w hich is d iffe re n t 
from  th e  c lass s tru g g le  movement, th e  p ro le ta rian  movem ent, b u t  
w hich is a  movement which m ust b e  le f tis t . . . ‘. B esid es , if  women 
rea lly  d id  hav e  complete equa lity  w ith m en, society  would be 
com pletely o v e rtu rn e d . For in s ta n c e , th e re  is  th e  problem  of 
unpa id  lab o r, su ch  as housew ork , w hich re p re s e n ts  millions and  
millions of u n sa la ried  w ork h o u rs  an d  on which m asculine soc ie ty  is 
firm ly b a s e d . To p u t an  end  to th is  would be  to  se n d  th e  p re s e n t-  
day  cap ita lis t system  fly in g  in  a  sing le  blow. Only we c a n 't  do i t  b y  
o u rse lv es; th e re  have to  be  o th e r  k in d s  of a tta c k s  on th e  sy stem .
So a c e rta in  alliance w ith rev o lu tio n a ry  system s is  n e c e ssa ry , even  
m asculine o n e s . B ut th is  is  v e ry  h a rd , because  most fem inists in  
F rance  came to  feminism a f te r  '68 as a  re s u lt  of th e  h y p o c risy  th e y  
experienced  in  le ftis t m ovem ents. . . . [E Jven  th e re  th e y  no ticed  
th a t  th e  le f t is ts ,  th e  m ilitan ts, k e p t them  "in  th e ir  p la c e ."  . . .
And abou t a ccep tin g  positions? . . . Sometimes you can  accep t an  
im portan t p o s t , on condition th a t  i t  rea lly  p u ts  you in  a  position  to 
help  women. U n fo rtu n a te ly , women who have im portan t p o s ts  v e ry  
o ften  adop t m asculine s ta n d a rd s —pow er, am bition, p e rso n a l 
su c c e ss—and  cu t them selves o ff from  o th e r  women. On th e  o th e r  
h a n d , to  re fu se  e v e ry th in g , to  sa y , even  w hen th e re  is  som ething
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w hich rea lly  should  be done, "A h, th a t 's  no longer fem in ist,"  is  a 
pessim istic , even  masochistic tendency  in women, th e  re s u lt  of 
h av in g  been  hab itua ted  to in e r tia , to pessim ism. To be fem inist 
d o e sn 't mean simply to do no th ing , to reduce  you rse lf to  to ta l 
im potence u n d e r the  p re te x t of re fu s in g  masculine v a lues. T here  is  
a  prob lem atic , a  v e ry  difficult dialectic betw een accep ting  pow er 
an d  re fu s in g  i t , accep ting  ce rta in  masculine v a lu e s , and  w anting  to  
tran sfo rm  them . I th in k  i t 's  w orth  a  t r y  (227-228; my em phasis).
C hap te r 5 Zora Neale H u rs to n 's  D ust T racks on a  Road tow ards
Noncanonical A uthorsh ip
Why did Zora Neale H urston  w rite  D ust T rack s on a  Road (1942), 
while s tay in g  w ith h e r  frien d  K atharane Edson M ershon in  California in  
1941? An attem pt to in te rp re t  th is  au tob iog raphy  does well to reckon  w ith 
th e  m aterial circum stances which sp a rk ed  and helped  to shape i t .  Many 
c ritic s  of th e  te x t in  fac t fo reg round  these  c ircum stances. C laudine 
R aynaud even goes so fa r  as to  beg in  and  end  w ith them , fram ing tex tu a l 
evaluation  w ith a sse rtio n s  about the  im portance of H u rs to n 's  s tra ite n e d  
finances to th e  te x t 's  genesis . While re lev an t to th e  significance of D ust 
T ra c k s , how ever, th is  contextual focus o ften  s tra itja c k e ts  criticism  of th e  
n a rra t iv e , lead ing  re a d e rs—both  b lack  and  w hite , women and  men—to 
make excuses fo r  i t . What g e ts  excused  in  th e  p ro cess  is th e  uneasiness 
w hich th is  au thob iog raphy  g e n e ra te s : uneasiness in  re a d e rs  sen sitiv e  to 
H u rs to n 's  b reach in g  of ju s t about ev e ry  g e n d e r, ra c e , and  class code 
associated  w ith be ing  a  b lack/w om an/author in  1942.
In d eed , H urston 's  au tob iography  makes re a d e rs  about as 
uncom fortable as S te in 's  au tob iograph ies—o r more so , since H u rs to n 's  
place in  th e  construction  of a  b lack  women's canon is so much more critica l 
th e se  days th a n  S te in 's  place is  in  th e  construc tion  of a  m odernist women's 
canon. A lthough Stein p o rtray ed  h e rse lf as th e  exceptional w rite r—n ev er 
mind woman—of Paris in  the  ea rly  tw en tieth  c e n tu ry , she  was ac tually  
w orking in  concert w ith dozens of women contem poraries in  America and  
E u ro p e .1 H urston , in  c o n tra s t, has assum ed th e  s ta tu s  of l ite ra ry  
"m other'' (much like Simone de Beauvoir fo r  w hite fem inists) in  critic ism  of 
contem porary  b lack American women's w riting  fo r  be ing  th e  f i r s t  b lack
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women to w rite  w ith  "rac ial health "  a n d  se lf-a cc e p ta n ce  a s  a b lack  
woman. 2 H er D ust T rac k s  is  a  d ifficu lt te x t  to r e a d , and  i t  occasionally  
show s h e r  d ifficu lty  in  w ritin g  i t .  To some c r it ic s  i t  looks like a  s tr a n g e  
a u to b io g rap h y  fo r  a l i te ra ry  "m o th e r,"  so th e y  seek  to ex cu se  i t .
Why d id  Zora Neale H u rs to n  h a v e  to  w rite  D u st T ra c k s  on a  Road is 
th e  w ay two of H u rs to n ’s most in te re s te d  c r i t ic s , Alice W alker an d  M ary 
.Helen W ashington, m ight p re fe r  to  p h ra s e  th e  q u e s tio n . While W alker 
claims th e  te x t  " r in g s  fa ls e ,"  W ashington fin d s  it  " s tra n g e ly  
d is o r ie n te d ." 3 In  h e r  e ssa y  "Z ora Neale H u rs to n : A C au tio n ary  Tale and  
a  P a r t is a n  V iew ," Alice W alker s t r e s s e s  th e  w ell-know n fac t th a t  Z ora was 
b ro k e  an d  w arn s th a t  " B eing  b ro k e  made all th e  d iffe re n c e " ( In  S earch  
90; W alker's em p h asis). T he p o v e rty  th a t  p u rs u e d  H u rs to n  th ro u g h o u t 
h e r  life  and  h e r  c a re e rs  a s  a n th ro p o lo g is t, fo lk lo r is t, n o v e lis t, and  
e s sa y is t  also s e rv e s  in  W ashington 's evaluation  of D ust T rac k s  as an  
apology  fo r  a  te x t  th a t  was m erely  a  "commercial su c ce ss"  an d  "a  s ig n  of 
th e  g row ing  e v isce ra tio n  of [H u rs to n 's ]  w ork" (2 0 ). W ashington re te lls  
th e  s to ry ,  f i r s t  s t r e s s e d  b y  R obert Hemenway, th a t  H u rs to n  d id  no t w rite  
th e  te x t  m erely  a t  th e  re q u e s t  of h e r  p u b lis h e r , L ip p in co tt, a lth o u g h  th e  
p u b lis h e r  d id  p re s s u re  h e r .  R a th e r , sh e  had  to  w rite  i t ,  a g a in s t h e r  own 
in c lin a tio n , b ecau se  it  was a  sound  m oney-m aking schem e a n d  sh e  needed  
money b a d ly . A S uch  a n  apology can  w ork tow ards ex p la in in g  m uch ab o u t 
D ust T ra c k s : i t s  evasion  of "personal"  fe e lin g s , i ts  tonal d isc o n tin u itie s , 
i t s  s e v e re ly  e d ited  f i r s t  ed itio n . My fe a r ,  how ever, is th a t  th is  apology  
w orks too w ell, exp la in s too m uch. H u rs to n 's  a u th o b io g rap h y  does n o t 
r e q u ire  apo logy . T he c ritiq u e  of a u th o rsh ip  w hich D ust T ra c k s  in sc r ib e s  
is  sm art an d  p r e s c ie n t .
While acknow ledging  w ith  W alker an d  W ashington th e  deep ly  
in flu en tia l fa c to r  of financia l dependency  in  H u rs to n 's  life a n d  l i te ra ry  
p ro d u c tio n  in  g e n e ra l, I p ro p o se  to  analyze  w ith  a p p re c ia tio n  th e  
au th o b io g rap h ica l dim ension of H u rs to n 's  c a re e r-c a p p in g  D u st T ra c k s . 
T h e  fa c t th a t  th is  te x t  does cap H u rs to n 's  c a re e r  is  w orth  n o tin g . What 
w en t in to  th e  w ritin g  of th e  te x t  th a t  tu rn e d  H u rs to n  to w ard s e s sa y -  
w ritin g  and  g rad u a lly  away from , no t ju s t  h e r  l i te ra ry  p u b lic , b u t  from  
ju s t  ab o u t ev ery o n e  sh e  knew? And w hat w ent in to  th e  rec ep tio n  of th e  
te x t  th a t  moved H u rs to n  in to  an  in c re as in g ly  iso la ted  p o sitio n , b o th  
ideologically  an d  socially? In  th e  an a ly sis  of D ust T ra c k s  th a t  follows th is  
in tro d u c tio n  I a d d re s s  th e  f i r s t  q u estio n  w ith  a n  a n a ly sis  o f th e  
a u th o riza tio n s  w hich H u rs to n  re sp ec tiv e ly  c re a te s  an d  d e fie s  in  
reco llec tin g  h e r  life 's  lessons and  s to r ie s . I will show  how H u rs to n  
d is c re d its  h e r  a u th o r- iz a tio n  b y  w hite male p u b lis h e rs  a n d  s e ts  up  a model 
of w om en-cen tered  au th o riza tio n  h ig h ly  c ritica l of th e  r a c e , c la s s , an d  
g e n d e r  d iv is ions w hich h e r  s ta tu s  as a u th o r  (an d  c u r r e n t ly ,  canonized  
a u th o r)  in  m ale-dom inated Harlem p re su p p o se d . B efore  them atiz ing  th e  
co u n te r-id eo lo g y  them atized  in  D ust T ra c k s , I n eed  to  co n tex tu a lize  th e  
te x t 's  re c e p tio n , espec ia lly  a s  i t  re la te s  to th e  h is to ry  of H u rs to n 's  
re c e p tio n  a s  a n  a u th o r . As a  p re lu d e  to  a  re a d in g  of D ust T rac k s  I will 
th u s  s t a r t ,  n o t w ith  th e  m aterial conditions of i ts  com position , b u t  w ith 
th e  concep tua l c u r re n ts  inform ing  H u rs to n 's  re a d e rs h ip  in  h e r  lifetim e 
a n d , a s  im p o rtan tly , r ig h t  now .
* * * * * * * *
H u rs to n 's  l i te ra ry  re p u ta tio n  h as  had  th re e  p h a se s : 1) a ccep tan ce  
from  some w hite  re a d e rs  an d  sp o tty  accep tance  from  b lack  w rite rs
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(1925-1945), 2) g en era l accep tance an d  in te n s ify in g  in te re s t  from 
( lite ra te )  b lack  women and  men (1970-1980), an d  3) g en era l canonization 
b y  academ ic women and  (m any) men w ith p a r tic u la r  canonization  b y  b lack  
women (1981-p resen t) . The tu rn in g  po in t in  h e r  rep u ta tio n  is  rea lly  
1977, w hen R obert Hemenway's b io g rap h y  of h e r  was p u b lish ed . Since 
th a t  tim e, c ritic s  of th e  Harlem R enaissance, Am erican l i te ra tu re ,  and  of 
A frican-A m erican women's l ite ra tu re  have e ag e rly  in d u c ted  H urston  in to  
th e  canon of c lassroom -taugh t and  jo u rn a l-fr ie n d ly  a u th o r s .5 In  la rg e  
p a r t ,  th e  p re se n tly  warm recep tion  of H urston  re a c ts  a g a in s t and  so 
d epends upon  th e  critic ism  she  received  d u rin g  th e  1920s, '30s, an d  '40s. 
Like S tein  and  de B eauvo ir, H urston  was more o ften  th e  su b jec t of s tu d y  
th a n  h e r  t e x t s .6 H er flam boyance an d  ''c o n tra r in e s s” ja r re d  w ith  th e  
e ra 's  conventional v isions of b o th  th e  "New N egro” an d  B lack Womanhood 
(ad ap ted  from  w hite bourgeo is conventions of " th e  lad y ” ) .  I t  is  d ifficu lt 
to fin d  an  accoun t of H urston  th a t  does not som ewhere include  th e  w ord 
" o u tra g e o u s .” In  to d ay 's  pa rlance  "ou trageous" p o sse sse s  positive  
connotations in  su g g e s tin g  ind iffe rence  to  norm ative b eh av io r; c u r re n t  
c u ltu ra l critic ism  valorizes no rm -defiance . B u t p lay fu l a tt i tu d e s  to  social 
codes, like H u rs to n 's , h ave  not alw ays b een  p r iz e d , especially  in  an  
A frican-A m erican woman.
T he Middle F ren ch  roo t of "o u trag eo u s"—o u tre —in d ica tes  th a t  
c ro ss in g  beyond b o u n d arie s  is typ ical of th e  o u trag eo u s p e rso n  o r  e v e n t . 
In  g e n e ra l, th e  Harlem R enaissance names an  e v en t of b o u n d a ry -c ro ss in g : 
re p re se n ta tio n  of folk cu ltu re  and  "prim itivism " c ro ss in g  o v er in to  "h igh" 
a r t ;  b lack  a u th o rs , p o e ts , and  a r t is ts  c ro ss in g  media b o u n d arie s  th a t 
p rev io u s ly  b a rre d  them  from  pub lication  an d  show ; w hite  p a tro n s  of th e
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a r t s  flee ing  th e  boundaries of n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  W estern civilization 
th e y  in h e rite d ; so u th e rn  b lacks moving n o rth  of th e  M ason-Dixon line to 
se ttle  in  c ities w ith n o r th e rn  blacks b e n t on exceed ing  h is to rica l 
b o u n d arie s  of rac ia l id e n tity . B ut the  Harlem R enaissance , like an y  
movem ent, also contained  w ithin  i t  a p rogram m atic, b o u n d a ry -d e fin in g  
ten d en cy  ev idenced in  th e  num erous m anifestolike e ssa y s  w ritte n  in  th e  
tw en ties and  th i r t i e s . Within th e  climate of race-d e fin itio n  h e r  male p e e rs  
w ere c re a tin g , Zora Neale H urston  ap p ea re d —th e n  as now—a 
nonconform ing, ou trageous f ig u re  who in sp ired  m is tru s t.
B ut w hat w ere th e  boundaries of th in k in g , th e  ideologies, w hich 
could not contain  H urston?  To re h e a rse  some of them an d  to  acknow ledge 
th e ir  in h e re n t con trad ic tions and  iron ies he lps u s  a p p re c ia te  th e  
defin itions th a t  she  moved beyond a f te r  sh e  a r r iv e d  in  New Y ork in  1925. 
T hough  th e  scene of a  N egro movement, Harlem also moved to th e  rhy thm s 
of "N e g ro ta rian s ,"  H u rs to n 's  w ord fo r  "w hites who specialized  in  A fro - 
Am erican u p lif t"  (Lewis 98). As B ruce K ellner w rite s , th e  Harlem 
R enaissance would n e v e r have p ro g re sse d  beyond  Harlem w ithou t th e  
in te rv en tio n  an d  su p p o rt of w hite p a tro n s  (93 ). B ut th e ir  p a tro n a g e  
o ften  looks, in  re tro s p e c t ,  p a tro n iz in g . The m ockery one h e a rs  in  
H u rs to n 's  term  "N egro tarians"  is  aimed a t  th e  s e lf - in te re s t  of w hite 
p a tro n ag e  of b lack  a r t i s t s . David L evering  Lewis exp la in s how w hite  
p a tro n s  resp o n d ed  to  Harlem "because i t  seemed to an sw er a  need  fo r  
p e rso n a l nourishm en t and  to  confirm  th e ir  v ision of c u ltu ra l sa lvation  
coming from  th e  m argins of civilization" (99). T hey  d id  n o t encou rage  
"prim itivism " in  th e  N egro a r ts  of Harlem sim ply in  ap p rec ia tio n  of A frican  
an d  A frican-A m erican  c u ltu re . R obert Coles and  Diane Isaacs w rite  th a t
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"prim itivism  is a  concept roo ted  h isto rically  in  th e  developm ent of W estern 
c u ltu re"  a f te r  World War I ;  from w hite people’s p e rsp ec tiv e  it "functions 
a s  a  c ritiq u e  of what it [its  p roponen ts] views as essen tia l w eaknesses and  
in ju stices"  in  th a t cu ltu re . " I t  disavow s, fo r exam ple, m aterialism , 
sc ien tific  th in k in g , fa ith  and  p ro g re s s , and  colonialism over o th e r  more 
hum an modes of th o u g h t and  feeling" (4 ) . In  s h o r t ,  va lo rizing  
"prim itivism " se rv ed  bo th  b lacks and  w hites. I t  is no t possib le  to isolate 
and  p u rify  th e  prim itivism  th a t b lack a r t is ts  w ere re p re se n tin g  from th a t 
which th e ir  white p a tro n s  and  p u b lish ers  were prom oting. All of th e  
Harlem ites pa tron ized  b y  r ich  white people grew  to realize  th is  pa in fu l 
t r u th .
O ther con trad ictions complicate the  ideologies c u rre n t  in  th e  b lack 
a r t s  community when H urston  was w riting . In  Alain Locke's program m atic 
e ssay  "The New Negro" a tension  su rfaces  betw een a call fo r  N egro 
community and a call fo r  Negro self-determ ination . James Weldon Johnson 
echoes th e  valorization of "g roup  consciousness and  community feeling" 
ea rly  on , b u t  comes to  doub t th e  social independence possib le  fo r  th e  
"c ity  Negro" who sociologist C harles Johnson knew  was experienc ing  
"social d iso rien ta tio n ."7 Harlem, a f te r  a ll, is  a  community w ith in  a  
n o r th e rn , in d u s tria l c ity . G unter Lenz succinc tly  form ulates th is  
con trad ic tion  implicit in  th e  program m atic sta tem ents issu e d  b y  Harlem 's 
men: "T he b lack  Am erican’s transform ation  was to lead to  a n  in teg ra tio n  
in to  modern u rb a n  society  and a t  th e  same time to  a se lf-consc ious, 
socially  and  cu ltu ra lly  independen t 'N egro cap ita l' in  Harlem" (86 ). 
M oreover, w hat cu ltu ra l independence th e  Harlemites env isioned  was 
qualified  along gen d er lin es. Coles and Isaacs explain  how, w ith th e
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exception of H urston , b lack women w riters of the  Harlem Renaissance 
large ly  subscribed  to the  cu lt of Negro Womanhood rep lacing  th e  in h erited  
s te reo ty p es from slavery  like the  mammy and th e  exotic loose woman (6- 
7 ). B arbara  C h ristian , similarly making H urston an  exception  to th e  ru le , 
e laborates how black women’s lite ra tu re  in  th e  Renaissance evolved new 
ste reo ty p es of b lack women which se rv ed  to a rg u e  fo r  th e ir  resp ec tab ility  
b y  white m iddle-class s ta n d a rd s .8 In sh o rt, n e ith e r  the  individualism  
u n d erly in g  the  value th a t Locke and his male peers  placed on se lf- 
determ ination nor the  independence underly in g  the  value th ey  placed on 
g roup-consciousness was in tended  to apply  to b lack women.
Zora Neale H urston a ttra c te d  critical a tten tion  fo r many re a so n s : 
fo r  h e r  unladylike sense  of humor and  relish  fo r  folkloric hum or; fo r  h e r  
unladylike in te re s t in  prim itivism ; fo r h e r unladylike se lf - in te re s t and  
opportun ism ; for h e r  unladylike appropria tion  of an  au th o rita tiv e  
speak ing  and  w riting  vo ice .9 The common denom inator in  my form ulation 
of th ese  criticism s of H urston is h e r  b reach  of gender codes: h e r  way of 
be ing  a  woman. I t might be p rec ise ly  h e r challenge to the  g en d er 
a rrangem ent of h e r  w riting  community th a t appeals most to to d ay ’s 
fem inist-m inded c ritic s  of b lack women's w riting . I t  is  a simple ta s k  to 
trac e  the  c u rre n t prom inence of the  "con tra ry"  woman in  contem porary 
black women's fiction (Alice Walker and h e r  hero ines a re  only th e  best 
exam ples) to the  unconventional gender codes which M other Zora 
p e rso n if ie s .10 H urston 's  challenge to Black Womanhood, how ever, was 
not th e  ex p re ss  ta rg e t of h e r  male p e e r s ; ra th e r  it seems to have been 
la ten t in  th e ir  complaints aga in st h e r  as an a u th o r, a s a "race" 
re p re se n ta tiv e .11 I emphasize in  th is  chap ter H urston 's  aw areness of th e
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g e n d e r  system s she  lived in because  h e r  shortcom ings a s  a  b lack  a u th o r  in  
h e r  male c r it ic s ' eyes dovetail w ith th e  sexism  th e y  b ro u g h t to  th e ir  
ju d g m en ts , b o th  abou t h e r  and  abou t Negro a u th o rsh ip . Many of 
H u rs to n 's  "fau lts"  and  con trad ic tions w ere of a piece w ith th o se  of h e r  
male p e e rs  b u t w ere made in su p p o rtab le  b y  th e  fa c t of h e r  wom anhood.
A lthough  H urston  was contem porary  w ith L angston  H ughes an d  
A rna  B ontem ps, she  is u sua lly  c o n tra s ted  as an  a u th o r  w ith  R ichard  
W right, whose antagonism  tow ard h e r  w riting  is now a  commonplace of 
l i te ra ry  critic ism . In d eed , H urston  and  W right have become a  s o r t  of 
dy ad  of l i te ra ry  p o la ritie s , not un like  de B eauvoir and  S a r tre  b u t  w ithout 
th e  p e rso n a l re la tionsh ip  (see  L e n z ) . H istorically  sp eak in g , th e  
com parison of H urston  an d  W right is skew ed; it is  a lso  them atically  
c o n fu sed . R ichard  W right e n te re d  th e  b lack  lite ra ry  scene  a ro u n d  th e  
time H u rs to n 's  w ritin g  c a re e r  was peak ing  in  th e  late  th i r t i e s . T he 
pub lica tion  of h is  early  m anifesto, "B luep rin t fo r  N egro W riting ,"  in  fa c t 
coincides w ith th a t  o f H u rs to n 's  c a re e r  h ig h -w ate rm ark , T h e ir  Eyes Were 
W atching God (1937). And it  is a f te r  th is  d a te  th a t  H u rs to n 's  life a n d  
w ritin g  became eclip sed , no t ju s t  b y  W right's w orks , b u t  b y  th e  k in d  of 
w ritin g  h is  w orks epitom ize: l i te ra tu re  of social p ro te s t—fic tion  w hich 
appea ls  fo r  societal change b y  p o rtra y in g  c h a ra c te rs  o p p re sse d  b y  people 
an d  c ircum stances governed  b y  en tren ch ed  system ic fo rc e s .
W right f i r s t  h e ra ld ed  th e  sp ir i t  of h is novels of social p ro te s t  in  h is  
"B lu e p rin t,"  calling  upon th e  N egro w rite r  to "do no le ss  th a n  c rea te  
va lues b y  w hich h is race  is  to  s tru g g le , live and  die" (43 ). "S tru g g le "  is  
th e  o p e ra tiv e  w ord of th is  b lu e p rin t. Folklore, fo r  exam ple, is  p rom oted  
a s  a form of cu ltu re  "w hich embodies th e  memories a n d  hopes of [ th e
N egro 's] s tru g g le  fo r freedom ” (41 ). The most im portan t a sp ec t of 
W right's "B lu ep rin t” fo r  my p u rp o se s  is  th e  value it  a sc rib e s  to fo lk lore  as 
a so u rce  fo r  Negro w ritin g . T his valorization  indeed  links him to  th e  
Harlem R enaissance and  to H urston . H urston  p e rso n ified  th e  epoch 's  
ce leb ra tion  of b lack  folk c u ltu re , th e  chief t r a i t  of h e r  w ritin g  b e in g  
affirm ation : of h e rse lf , of h e r  p ro tag o n is ts ' re a litie s , of th e  folk c u ltu re  
w hich she  was ra ised  in  an d  s tu d ie d . Ju n e  Jo rd a n , w ritin g  in  1974, had  
th e  in s ig h t th e n  th a t W right and  H urston  ough t not to  be  po larized  su ch  
th a t  th e  one re p re se n te d  social p ro te s t ,  th e  o th e r  social affirm ation . 
Jo rd a n  saw th a t  b lack  nationalism  re q u ire d  th e  k ind  of c u ltu ra l affirm ation  
H u rs to n  p e rso n ifie s . A ffirm ation, Jo rd an  a ffirm s, is  a  form  of p ro te s t  
(5) . 12 I would fu r th e r  a s s e r t  th a t ,  on th e  su b jec t of b lack  c u ltu re , a  
b len d  of p ro te s t  an d  affirm ation ch arac te rize s  b o th  H u rs to n 's  a n d  W right's 
v iew , an d  th a t  many of W right's concerns in  "B lu ep rin t” a re  sh a re d  b y  
th e  a u th o r  of D ust T ra c k s : c lass d ifferences betw een  b lac k s , ( il) lite ra c y  
an d  th e  b lack  aud ience , th e  value of lived life as opposed to  l i f e - in -a r t ,  
a n d  th e  in te g r ity  of b lack  c u ltu re  fo r those  who live i t .
More th a n  c ritica lly  " c o n tr a ry ,” i t  may a p p e a r c o n tra d ic to ry  to 
su g g e s t an  ideological proxim ity  betw een H urston  an d  W righ t. H u rs to n 's  
re c e n t canonization among b lack  women w rite rs  d epends so m uch on 
H u rs to n 's  b e in g  a  w om an-centered a u th o r , w hich W right su re ly  was n o t. 
A fte r a ll, my own analysis of W right's Black Boy s tre s s e s  th e  se lf-  
fa th e r in g  them e of h is s to ry  of se lf-au th o riza tio n , while th e  f ig u re  of th e  
m other, as I show , dom inates th e  au tho riza tion  H urs to n  cham pions in  D ust 
T ra c k s ♦ F u rth e rm o re , i t  may ap p ea r c ritica lly  su sp e c t to make a  
rev is io n a ry  com parison of W right an d  H urston  in  th e  p ro cess  of
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ex p lica tin g  H u rs to n 's  most u n p o p u lar b e s tse lle r . I t is  f a r  e a s ie r  to 
c o n tra s t Black Boy w ith T h e ir Eyes Were W atching God, calling  th e  la t te r  
H u rs to n 's  "rea l"  au to b iog raphy  and keep ing  th e  l ite ra ry  tra d itio n s  of 
b lack  men an d  women se p a ra te —affirm ing women on one s id e , p ro te s tin g  
men on th e  o th e r—sep ara te  if , to judge  from H u rsto n 's  decades of 
su p p re ss io n , somewhat u n e q u a l.13 B ut T h e ir  Eyes Were W atching God is 
no t th e  s to ry  of a  s tru g g lin g  b lack  woman a u th o r , and  i t  de ta ils  a love 
s to ry  th a t  H urston  n e v e r lived . D ust T ra c k s , a lthough  a lte re d  b y  ed ito rs  
an d  w ritte n  u n d e r  d u re s s , is  H u rs to n 's  au tob iog raphy ; and  like W right's 
Black B oy , i t  is  a  w ork of affirm ation and social p ro te s t .
D ust T rack s  i s ,  m oveover, H u rs to n 's  au th o b io g rap h y , a  c ritic a l 
in q u iry  of th e  ideologies and  in s titu tio n  of au th o rsh ip  w hich sh e  lived  and  
w orked  th ro u g h . I t  e x p re sse s  many of th e  con trad ic tions of b e in g  a 
Harlem R enaissance a u th o r , an d  th e n  again  many of th e  q u an d arie s  of 
b e in g  a  woman from th e  ru ra l  South try in g  to w ork w ith in  th e  custom s of 
p e rso n a l an d  l i te ra ry  au th o riza tio n  th e n  c ircu la tin g . Like S te in 's  
a u th o b io g rap h ie s , D ust T rack s does not o ffe r up  a  un ified  se lf to  be  
consum ed b y  a n  unknow n re a d e rsh ip . Like S te in , H urston  f r u s t r a te s  th e  
convention  of se lf-re p re se n ta tio n  in  au tob iog raphy  to  q u estio n  th e  
conven tions of a u th o rs h ip . 14 A d d ress in g  a lte rn a te ly  w hite and  b lack  
a u d ien ces , H u rs to n 's  D ust T rac k s  affirm s h e r  life an d  a u th o r ity  while 
p ro te s tin g  m any of th e  tac it ru le s  of a u th o rsh ip  she h ad  to w ork b y .
What p h a ses  of recep tion  has D ust T rac k s  undergone?  O nly tw o, 
each  rife  w ith  conflicting  opinion. In itia lly , th e  book 's ideas ab o u t "race"  
in sp ire d  c o n tro v e rsy . Phil S tong  (ap p a ren tly  w hite) review ed th e  book 
w ith  p ra ise  th a t  " th e  race  consciousness th a t  spoils so m uch N egro
lite ra tu re  is completely absen t here" (7 ), while A rna Bontem ps, m issing 
p rec ise ly  th is consciousness, mocks, "Miss H urston deals v e ry  simply 
w ith the  more serious aspec ts of Negro life in America—she ignores them" 
( 3 ) .15 Meanwhile The Satu rday  Review of L ite ra tu re  decided th a t th e re  
was ju s t the  rig h t amount of race consciousness and aw arded D ust T racks 
one of the  annual Anisfield-Wolf Awards for works tre a tin g  race  re la tio n s . 
T his confusing critical legacy has been followed b y  more c ritica l confusion 
among p re sen t-d ay  critics of the  te x t influenced by  th e  debates about 
selfhood and se lf-rep resen ta tion  within au tobiography s tu d ie s .
D etracto rs like Walker and W ashington lament the  lack of se lf-revela tion  in 
H urston 's au tob iography , while certa in  p roponents like James K rasner 
p ra ise  H urston 's postm odern snub to n arra tiv iz ing  selfhood. 16 Still 
o th e r  p roponents of the  tex t discover a self a f te r  a l l .17 I su g g e s t th a t 
questions about the  te x t 's  d ifficult because inconsisten t rep resen ta tio n s 
of th e  n a rra to r 's  "I" and  the  n a rra to r 's  views on race  a re  b e s t subsum ed 
u n d e r the  question of the  n a rra to r 's  rep resen ta tio n  of the  au thorizations 
of h e r  " I ."
H enry Louis G ates, J r . ,  has rem arked th a t H urston  may have "lost 
th e  ba ttle  b u t won the  w ar."  The v icto ry  Gates is claiming fo r  H urston  in  
his New York Times Book Review of a  1985 edition of D ust T racks is  th a t 
H urston 's  mode of rep re sen tin g  Negro life , once deemed 
"counterrevolu tionary" by  h e r male p e e rs , may p rove to be most pow erful 
and  p ro g ressiv e . G ates, s tru c k  b y  "how conscious" H urston 's  choices 
w ere in  rep re se n tin g  h e r  "w rite r 's  life ,"  rem arks th a t H urston  was "more 
'po litica l' than  we believed" (43; G ates's em phasis). Indeed , th e  woman 
a u th o r 's  life rep re sen ted  in  D ust T rack s—the unab ridged  v ers io n —is
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political w ithout be ing  m erely "co n serv a tiv e ,"  as severa l c ritic s  have 
c h a rg e d . 18
D ust T rack s is  most app ro p ria te ly  called c o u n te rtra d itio n a l. Hazel 
C arby  has no ted  th a t th e  function  of trad ition  in  th e  creation  o f th e  b lack 
lite ra ry  canon has been  "to  c rea te  u n ity  out of d isu n ity  and  to reso lve th e  
social con trad ic tion , o r d iffe ren ces , betw een te x ts"  (127). A ccording  to 
H ortense J .  S p ille rs , b lack women’s w riting  accen tua tes a  
c o u n te rtra d itio n , speak ing  from a  cen terless  locus of "rad ical d issen t"  
(251). C erta in ly  these  words app ly  to H urston 's  Dust T ra c k s . S p illers 
a rg u e s  th a t " the  w ork of b lack  women's w riting  community not only 
red efin es  trad itio n , b u t also disarm s i t  by  su g g e s tin g  th a t th e  term  itse lf  
is  a critica l fable" (251). W riting always in isolation from o th e r  w rite rs  le t 
alone o th e r b lack  women w rite rs , H urston  is th e  p ro to ty p e  of th e  
cou n te rtrad itio n a l revo lu tionary  them atized b y  S p ille rs . D ust T racks 
helps to explain  how H urston  positioned h e rse lf  in  a  d iscon tinuous 
re la tionsh ip  w ith received  b lack  lite ra ry  trad itio n  in h erited  an d  evolving 
d u rin g  the  Harlem R en aissan ce .19 B ereft of a  b lack  woman’s  w ritin g  
community, H urston  n ev erth e less  e laborates in  D ust T rack s h e r  
d ifference  from "black au th o rs"  based  on a w om an-centered d iscon tinu ity  
w ith male tra d itio n s . In  th is  w ay, th e  coun te rtrad itiona l c ritiq u e  of 
au th o rsh ip  in  D ust T rack s is  also r ig h tly  considered  "w om anist," in  Alice 
W alker's sense  of th e  te rm .20
I T he Voice of Mama's Child
By th e  end  of th e  la s t c h ap te r  of th e  1942 ed ition  of D ust T ra c k s , 
H u rsto n 's  n a r ra to r  has opened an  a rra y  of questions b e a rin g  on h e r
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p ractice  and  recognition as an  a u th o r. These questions include: What 
kind of education does a black w rite r need? What happens to folk 
language u n d e r the  p re s su re  of education? What happens to a w rite r ’s 
sense of iden tity  with h e r  folk u n d e r the  p re s su re  of education? What 
should b lack w rite rs  w rite  about? In  what ways should race consciousness 
affect and not a ffect black w riting? What is th e  significance of white 
pa tronage  to b lack w rite rs  and th e ir  work? How does w riting  fo r a  white 
pub lish ing  and  read ing  world affect black w riting? How does a black 
w rite r 's  work re la te  to h e r loves, h e r  fr ien d sh ip s , h e r n ear and  d is tan t 
enemies? Who does a b lack w rite r lis ten  to and answ er? . . . The lis t 
could s tre tc h  on. The point to be made is th a t in  th is  n a rra tiv e , called 
"conversational” b y  a t least two deep critics of H urston 's w riting  (Howard 
161, C h ris tian , Black Feminist 8 ), much more th an  an  innocuous chat with 
frien d ly  rea d e rs  is tak in g  p lac e ). The questions th a t shape and  a re  
shaped  b y  th e  n a rra tiv e  flow a re  often  p iq u an t, though  deployed w ith 
irony  and  anecdotal hum or. H urston 's perceived  s ta tu s  as a b lack , folk- 
loving a u th o r, the  raison  d 'e tre  of th is  n a rra tiv e  she  was asked  to w rite , 
is  everyw here  a t issue  in h e r recollections and m editations.
Why th en  a re  H urston 's serious questions not bolted  to th e  
ca thed ra l door as in  h e r  male c o u n te rp a rts ' m anifestos, b u t in stead  often  
h id ing  in  n a rra tiv e  play? Why a t h e r  most c o n tra ry  is  H urston  most 
seem ingly tame? The question of H urston 's voice is  crucial to h e r  c ritique  
of au tho rsh ip  since the  voice's s tra teg ie s  bo th  shape and a re  shaped  by  
H urston 's  s to ries of au tho r-iza tion . As B arbara  Johnson has sa id , 
focusing  on the  "s tra te g ie s” of th is  voice helps c ritic s come to term s w ith 
th e  problem s of ad d re ss  out of which the  te x t was made ("T hresho lds"
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278). Jo h n so n  h e rs e lf ,  t ry in g  to g rap p le  w ith  th e  voice of D ust T ra c k s ,
d isco v ers  illum ination in  th e  p re fa ce  to  Mules an d  Men (1938) w here
H u rs to n  g ives h e r  famous " fea th e rb e d  re s is tan c e"  th e o ry :
A nd th e  N egro , in  sp ite  of h is open -faced  la u g h te r , h is  seem ing 
acq u iescen ce , is  p a r t ic u la r ly  e v as iv e . You see  we a re  a  po lite  
people  an d  we do no t say  to  o u r q u e s tio n e r , "Get o u t of h e re !"  We 
smile an d  te ll him o r h e r  som ething  th a t  sa tis f ie s  th e  w hite  p e rso n  
b e c a u se , know ing so little  abou t u s ,  he  d o e sn 't  know w hat h e  is  
m issing . T he Ind ian  r e s is ts  c u rio s ity  b y  a  s to n y  s ile n c e . T he 
N egro o ffe rs  a fe a th e rb e d  re s is ta n c e . T h a t i s ,  we le t th e  p ro b e  
e n te r ,  b u t  i t  n e v e r  comes o u t. I t  g e ts  sm othered  u n d e r  a  lot of 
la u g h te r  an d  p le a sa n tr ie s .
T he th e o ry  b eh in d  o u r  ta c tic s : "T he  w hite man is  alw ays 
t ry in g  to  know in to  som ebody e lse 's  b u s in e s s . All r ig h t ,  I 'l l  s e t  
som eth ing  o u ts id e  th e  door of my mind fo r  him to p lay  w ith  and  
h a n d le . He can re a d  my w ritin g  b u t he sh o ' c a n 't  re a d  my m ind.
I 'll p u t  th is  p lay  toy  in  h is h a n d , and  he will se ize  i t  an d  go aw ay. 
T hen  I 'll sa y  my say  a n d  s in g  my song" (8 3 ).
A lthough  th is  " re s is ta n c e "  so u n d s  like th e  phenom enon of m ask ing , i t  is
d if fe re n t. H u rs to n  s t r e s s e s  th e  N eg ro 's  pow er o v e r h e r  in te r lo c u to r
w hereas m ask ing , a s Donald P e tesch  defines i t ,  a ccen ts  th e  pow er of th e
in te r lo c u to r : " th e  com posing of o n e 's  fe a tu re s  fo r  th e  b e n e fit of th e  o th e r
w hen th a t  o th e r  h as th e  pow er to  re q u ire  only those  a p p ea ra n c es  he
d e s ire s"  (74 ). H u rs to n 's  re s is ta n c e  h e re  conveys th e  pow er of so lid a rity
am ongst b lack  s p e a k e rs —b y  th e  m ix tu re  of r u r a l  d ia lec t an d  s ta n d a rd
E ng lish . T he b lu r r in g  of p e rsp e c tiv e  in  th e  above p a ra g ra p h s , th e
sh if t in g  from  "h is"  to  "we" to  " I ,"  is  a  s ig n a tu re  rh e to r ic a l dev ice  of
H u rs to n 's  a n d  in tim ates th a t  w hat ho lds t ru e  fo r  th e  su b je c t o f h e r
fo lk lo re  holds t r u e  fo r  h e r ,  i ts  w r ite r .  T he re fe re n c e  to  "w riting" in  th e
second  p a ra g ra p h , w hen o s te n s ib ly  th e  oral c u ltu re  is  a t  is s u e ,
u n d e rsc o re s  how H u rs to n  w eaves h e r  own position  in to  th a t  o f " th e
N eg ro ."  T he  ad d itio n a l fa c t th a t  th e  "w hite man" a s  aud ience  (w ith  h is
colonizing  "p ro b e") c re a te s  th e  de fen siv e  la u g h te r  them atized  m akes th is
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p assag e  th a t  much more re lev an t to th e  speak in g  s itu a tio n  of D ust T ra c k s . 
Conceived of b y  a  w hite m an, ed ited  b y  w hite men fo r  p red ic ted  
consum ption b y  w hite peop le , D ust T rack s  m ight well borrow  from its  
w r ite r 's  people th e  s tra te g y  of fea th e rb e d  re s is ta n c e .
B ut a th e o ry  of re s is ta n c e  too narrow ly  limits th e  question  of 
H u rs to n 's  voice in  D ust T ra c k s . I t  he lps te ll only p a r t  of th e  s to ry :  th e  
an sw erin g  p a r t ,  in  which Zora Neale H urston  was m erely an sw erin g  h e r  
p u b lish e r 's  re q u e s t  in  p ro v id in g  th is  n a rra tiv e . I t  does no t accoun t fo r  
th e  q u estio n in g  p a r t  of th e  n a rra tiv e  which my lis t of questions a ffirm s. 
The Mules and Men p assag e  above p resu p p o ses  a  dialogic s itu a tio n  in  
w hich w hite agency  o p e ra tes  on b lack  and  because  of w hich b lack  
w ithholds h e r  " s a y ."  Im posing such  a paradigm  on D ust T rack s  
e rro n eo u sly  p re su p p o se s  th a t  H urston  does not tak e  hold of h e r  
au tob iograph ical p ro jec t and  d irec t i t  a long lines of in q u iry  th a t su ited  
h e r . E ven w hen assum ing some d eg ree  of se lf-c en so rin g , w hich ed ito ria l 
in tru s io n  would have occasioned, re a d e rs  canno t ru le  out H u rs to n 's  
"conscious" (to  u se  G a tes 's  w ord) c ra f t  in  w ritin g , h e r  c rea tiv e  agency  in  
sh a p in g  a te x t  w hich "sings h e r  so n g ."
A more generous angle from w hich to exp lo re  th e  voice H urston  
employs to  q u estio n  h e r  au th o riza tio n  is sim ilar to th e  one I chose w hen 
exam ining th e  is su e  of S te in 's  voice in  h e r  a u th o b io g rap h ie s . In  those  
n a r ra t iv e s ,  th e  "betw eenness" of th e  sp e ak e r g ives r is e  to a  fre q u e n tly  
m uted , am bivalen t, an d  even  co n trad ic to ry  voice. As a  n a rra tiv e  
au th o b io g rap h y  of childhood, D ust T rack s re p re s e n ts  th e  p ro c e ss  b y  
w hich i ts  sp e a k e r 's  voice is  au th o rize d , from childhood th ro u g h  
pub lica tion ; c irc u la r ly , th is  au th o riza tio n  of voice is th e  te x t 's  sine  qua
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n on . B ut the  p rocesses of authorization them atized in  D ust T racks show 
H urston b rid g in g  several speak ing  positions sim ultaneously in stead  of 
one: feminine and masculine, folk and educated , black ru ra l and  black 
educa ted , white educated and black educated , ru ra l so u th e rn  and 
in d u stria l n o rth e rn . The "betw eenness" of h e r te x t 's  voice is manifold; it 
should not be reduced  to a  simplistic black versu s white s itua tion . Like 
S tein , H urston c ritiques h e r authorization from h e r complex speak ing  
position of "betw eenness" with the resu lt th a t an  issu e—th a t of ly ing , fo r 
example—is w ritten  about from a  radically  multiple view point. H urston 's 
voice in  D ust T racks is not passively  m arginal. I t ac ts  to u p se t notions of 
margin and  c en te r , decentralizing  the  v e ry  context of a u th o rity  in  which 
it  depicts H urston 's au thorization .
A lthough the  voice is  H u rs to n 's—or H urston 's c rea tion , which may 
be  the  same th in g —D ust T racks provides a s to ry  fo r rea d e rs  to 
u n d e rs tan d  w here it came from, in all of its  wayward irrev e re n c e . One of 
th e  tenacious m yths about H urston is th a t she embraced a simple 
individualism  and sough t to promote h e r solo voice and in te re s ts  in  
isolation from o th e rs . 21 The s to ry  of the  voice of D ust T racks debunks 
th is  idea b y  show ing how, fa r  from being  a  self-m othering child w ith an  
orig inal o r o rig in -deny ing  voice, H urston develops h e r  voice th ro u g h  h e r  
rela tionsh ip  to h e r  m other. The voice she affirm s in  th e  te x t is  a  gift from 
h e r  m other, n u rtu re d  and thus authorized b y  h e r  m other, and  in  some 
moments inseparab le  from h e r  m other's voice. U nderstand ing  th e  voice of 
D ust T racks req u ire s  an  u n ders tand ing  of the  pecu liar m aternal legacy it  
c o n s titu te s . Far from depending on some essen tia list notion of "women's" 
d iscou rse , my focus on H uston 's m aternal authorization  reveals how h e r
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voice is  "w om anist": an  o p en , u n s ta b le  fem inine id e n tity  th a t  in  tu r n
destab ilizes  o th e r  ca teg o ries  of id en tific a tio n , in c lu d in g  c lass a n d  ra c e .
T he voice of "Mama's child" does n o t, in  th is  w ay, invoke a s ta b le  p lan e  of
d iffe re n c e —g e n d e r  o r o th erw ise . In  th e  rem ainder of th is  sec tio n  I will
analyze  th e  be tw een n ess  of H u rs to n 's  g e n d e r  iden tifica tion  in  D ust T rac k s
an d  re la te  i t  to  o th e r  dim ensions of be tw een n ess  o r do u b len ess  in
H u rs to n 's  ro le  a s  s to ry te l le r .  U ltim ately, I will show th a t  th e  wom anist
voice sh e  affirm s in  th e  e a rly  re tro sp e c tiv e  c h a p te rs  en ab les  h e r  to
c r itiq u e  in  th e  la te  polemical c h a p te rs  bo th  th e  w hite  e s tab lish m en t r i tu a ls
of a u th o rsh ip  and  th e  e d ic ts  of b lack  male a u th o rs  w hich to ta liz e ,
un ivoca lly , th e  position  of th e  N egro a u th o r .
* * * * * * * *
T h ree  p a ra g ra p h s  from  th e  en d  of th e  1942 ed ition  of D ust T ra c k s ,
H u rs to n 's  n a r r a to r  dep loys a n  a p p a re n t non  s e q u i tu r . She h as ju s t
d ism issed  th e  re lev an ce  of h e r  g ran d m o th e r 's  p re ro g a tiv e s  in  sh a p in g  h e r
(H u rs to n 's )  ag en d a : " if som ebody w ere to  c o n s id e r my g ran d m o th e r 's
u n g ra n te d  w ish es, an d  g ive  me w hat sh e  w an ted , I would b e  too p u t  ou t
fo r  w ords" (208; H u rs to n 's  e m p h a s is ) . T h is  m other of Z o ra 's  m o th e r, who
n e v e r  fo rg av e  h e r  d a u g h te r  fo r  m arry in g  a  low -class b lack  man from  "o v er
th e  c re e k ,"  h ad  n e v e r  b een  an  a lly  to Z ora, alw ays b e ra t in g  h e r  fo r
" ly in g ,"  i . e . , s to ry te ll in g . Following th is  p ronouncem en t, th e  n a r r a to r
a b ru p tly  opens a  new  p a ra g ra p h  w ith  th e  q u e s tio n , "What do I w an t,
th e n ? "  w ithou t seem ing to  con tinue  th e  is su e  of fo re m o th e rs . In  a n sw e r to
h e r  q u es tio n  sh e  o ffe rs  "a p a ra b le " :
A N egro deacon  was down on h is  k n ees  p ra y in g  a t  a  w ake h e ld  fo r  a  
s i s te r  who had  d ied  th a t  d a y . He h ad  h is  e y es  c losed  an d  w as go ing  
g re a t  g u n s , w hen he no ticed  th a t  he  w as no t g e tt in g  a n y  more 
"am ens" from  th e  r e s t .  He opened  h is  ey es  an d  saw  th a t  e v e ry b o d y
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e lse  was gone e x c e p t h im self an d  th e  d ead  woman. T h en  he  saw  th e  
r e a s o n . T he  su p p o se d ly  dead  woman was t r y in g  to  s i t  u p . He 
b o lted  fo r  th e  door h im self, b u t  i t  slammed s h u t  so  q u ic k ly  th a t  i t  
c a u g h t h is  f ly in g  c o a t- ta ils  a n d  he ld  him s o r t  o f s ta t ic .  "O h , no 
G ab rie l!"  th e  deacon  s h o u te d , "d a t a in t  no w ay fo r  you  to  d o . I can  
do my own ru n n in g , b u t  you  go t to  'low me th e  same chance  a s  th e  
r e s t"  (208).
T he n a r r a to r  th e n  p a sse s  on to  sp e cu la te  a b o u t h e r  fu tu r e  w ithou t 
e x p lic a tin g  th e  s ig n ifican ce  o f th is  enigm atic  p a ra b le . Who is th is  dead  
woman th a t  H u rs to n  w an ts  ra ise d  a n d  s e t t in g  th e  p re a c h e r  a n d  a ll th e  
peop le  on th e  ru n ?  A lth o u g h  th e  p a ra b le  is  n e v e r  e x p lic a te d , th e  e n tire  
fo re g o in g  te x t  s u g g e s ts  th a t  th e  re s u r re c tio n  of Mama (a n d  no t 
G ran d m o th er) th ro u g h  s to ry te l l in g  is  H u rs to n ’s " w a n t,"  h e r  d e s ire  as an  
a u th o r .
H u rs to n  a c tu a lly  re c o rd s  th e  a p p e a ra n c e  of Mama's g h o s t e ig h t
c h a p te rs  e a r l ie r  a t  th e  e n d  of "W andering ."  N in e -y e a r-o ld  H u rs to n ,
g r ie v in g  fo r  h e r  m o th e r 's  d e a th , is  w alk ing  th e  s t r e e t s  o f Jack so n v ille
sh o u ld e r in g  th e  b u rd e n s  o f s u d d e n  o rp h an h o o d  a s  well a s  su d d e n
d isp lacem en t from  h e r  hom etown of E a to n v ille , F lo r id a . She looks a t  a
h o u se  a n d  h as a n  e x p e rien c e  th a t
s e t  my h e a r t  to  f lu t te r in g .  I saw  a  woman s i t t in g  on a  p o rc h  who 
looked a t  a  d is tan c e  like  Mama. Maybe i t  was Mama! M aybe sh e  w as 
n o t dead  a t  a ll . T h ey  m ade some m istake . Mama h a d  gone o ff to 
Jack so n v ille  an d  th e y  th o u g h t sh e  was d e a d . T h e  woman was 
s i t t in g  in  a ro c k in g -c h a ir  ju s t  lik e  Mama alw ays d id . I t  m ust be  
Mama! (69; H u rs to n 's  em phasis)
T h is  s ig h tin g  o f th e  g h o s t is  f r u s t r a t e d ,  h o w ev er, b e c a u se  th e  woman
leav es h e r  p o rc h  a n d  e n te r s  th e  dw elling . H u rs to n , a b a n d o n in g  th e
p e rs p e c tiv e  of n in e -y e a r-o ld  Z ora , com m ents,
I d id n 't  e v e n  b re a th e  my hope to  an y o n e . I m ade u p  my m ind to  r u n  
aw ay som eday a n d  f in d  th e  h ouse  a n d  le t  Mama know  w h ere  I w a s . 
B u t b e fo re  I d id , th e  hope  th a t  th e  woman re a lly  was my m other 
p a s s e d . I a cc ep ted  my b e reav em en t (69 ).
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H u rs to n  acknow ledges b o th  h e r  "hope" of Mama's r e tu r n  an d  th a t  h o p e 's  
p a ss in g  in to  accep tan ce  of lo s s . B u t th e  in ten tio n  to  find  th e  house  
som eday w here  Mama ab ides is  im portan tly  n o t r e t r a c te d . In  s to ry  form , 
a t  th e  n a r ra t iv e 's  e n d , H u rs to n 's  n a r ra to r  d isco v e rs  Mama, th e  
r e s u r re c te d  "dead  w om an," b u t  k eep s  h e r  id e n tity  a s  s e c re t a s  sh e  k e p t 
h e r  n in e -y e a r-o ld  hope in  Mama's e x is te n ce .
T he  w ish H u rs to n  g ra n ts  h e rs e lf  in  D ust T ra c k s  is  Mama's r e tu r n ;  
su c h  a w ish  is a p p ro p ria te ly  g ra n te d  in  s to ry  form . T h ro u g h o u t 
H u rs to n 's  f i r s t  n ine  y e a r s ,  Mama accep ted  Z ora 's  p ra c tic e  of s to ry te ll in g : 
"Mama n e v e r  tr ie d  to b re a k  me. S he 'd  lis ten  som etim es, an d  sometimes 
sh e  w o u ld n 't. B u t sh e  n e v e r  seem ed d isp leased" (5 2 ). While 
G randm other b e ra te d  Zora fo r  " ly in g ,"  recom m ending a w h ipp ing , Mama 
su p p o r ts  h e r  d a u g h te r 's  "p lay ing" (5 2 ). A lthough  Zora does n o t sh a re  
th e  h a lf  of h e r  im aginings w ith  Mama, k e ep in g  h e r  dram a of Miss C o rn - 
C ob, M r. Sweet Smell (so a p ) , R everend  D oor-K nob, an d  th e  Spool People 
to  h e rs e lf ,  H u rs to n  in tim ates Mama's com plicity in  p ro v id in g  Zora w ith  h e r  
ta lk in g  o b jec ts . While no t e n te r in g  in to  th e  p lay  h e rs e lf—"I su p p o se  if  
Mama had  b e en  a s k e d , sh e  would have sa id  th a t  i t  was th e  com pany so a p ,"  
no t M r. Sw eet Smell (5 4 )—Mama cham pions Zora w hen Z ora 's q u e s tio n s  
an d  a n tic s  g e t h e r  in  tro u b le , espec ially  w ith P apa. W hereas "Mama 
e x h o rte d  h e r  ch ild ren  a t  e v e ry  o p p o rtu n ity  to  'jum p a t  de sun ,*" P apa 
be lieved  th a t  " I t  d id  n o t do fo r  N egroes to  have  too m uch s p i r i t .  He.was 
alw ays th re a te n in g  to  b re a k  mine o r k ill me in  th e  a ttem p t"  (1 3 ).
B razen ly  ch a llen g in g  h e r  h u sb a n d 's  th re a ts  to  b re a k  Z ora 's  s p ir i t  "o r  k ill 
me in  th e  a tte m p t,"  Mama re fu se d  to  le t Papa "sq u in ch  my s p i r i t ,"  ev en  
w hen sh e  conceded  h e r  d a u g h te r ’s im pudence. In  a  p a ssa g e  su p p o r tin g
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H u rs to n 's  tendency  to call h e rse lf  "Mama's c h ild ,"  th e  n a r ra to r  h a s  Mama 
rem ark  to Papa,
"Zora is  my y o u n g 'u n , and  S arah  is y o u rs . I 'll be  bound  mine will 
come ou t more th an  co n q u er. You leave h e r  alone. I 'll ten d  to h e r  
w hen I f ig g e r sh e  needs i t . "  She meant b y  th a t  th a t S arah  
[H u rs to n 's  s is te r ]  had  a d isposition  like P a p a 's , while mine was like 
h e rs  (13-14).
As L ucy P o tts  H urston  claims Zora fo r h e r  own in  th is  an ecd o te , Zora 
claims Mama as th e  so u rc e , not of h e r  s to ry te llin g , b u t of th e  sp ir i t  
b eh ind  h e r  s to ry te llin g . Mama au th o rizes Z ora 's ex erc ise  of voice, and  
th ro u g h  th e  n a rra tiv e  of D ust T rac k s  Zora c re d its  th is  au th o riza tio n  as 
p rim ary . T he nosta lg ia  th a t th e  ghost s to rie s  in  th e  n a rra tiv e  rev ea l is 
c o u n te red  b y  th e  ce leb ra to ry  in sis ten ce  on h e r  m other a s  th e  so u rce  of 
h e r  own c re a tiv ity . A ntic ipating  b y  some th ir ty  y e a rs  Alice W alker's 
g e s tu re  to th e  m aternal roo ts of c re a tiv ity , H urston  was p e rh a p s  th e  f i r s t  
b lack  woman to su g g e s t th e  n ece ss ity  of looking to "all o u r  m others who 
w ere no t famous" (W alker In  S earch  238-239).
T he gh o st s to ry  a t  th e  n a rra tiv e 's  close does more th a n  r e s u r r e c t  
Mama as H u rs to n 's  m use. In  th a t p a ra b le , th e  "supposed ly  dead  woman" 
se n d s  all th e  people ru n n in g , amazed b y  th e  pow er of th e  re tu rn e d  
woman. H u rsto n  h as  p re f ig u re d  th is  tro p e  of th e  pow er of th e  re tu rn e d  
woman much a s  she  p re f ig u re d  th e  tro p e  of Mama's g h o s t, in  a  much 
e a rlie r  c h a p te r . In  th e  fo u rth  c h a p te r , H urston  has th e  s to ry  of th e  
re tu rn e d  woman se rv e  yo u n g  Z ora 's accession  to pow er in  school on th e  
occasion o f a  v is it b y  two w hite women. Zora rea d s  w ith e x u b e ra n t 
f lu id ity  th e  d ifficu lt m yth of Dem eter ("Dame C eres" in  th e  n a rra tiv e )  and  
P e rsep h o n e , a s to ry  w hich re v e rse s  th e  s itu a tio n  of m other r e tu rn in g  to 
d a u g h te r . Zora d is tin g u ish es  h e rse lf  in  h e r  read in g  sk ills  in  th is
anecdo te , so it may seem logical to u n d e rs tan d  th a t the  po in t of the  
anecdote lies in  th is  d istinc tion . B ut anecdotal s to ry te llin g  is loaded in  
D ust T ra c k s . J u s t  as the  pow er of the  re tu rn e d  woman in  th e  ghost 
parab le  re flec ts  back onto H urston  and th e  s to ry te lle r 's  d e s ire , in  th e  
n a rra tio n  of th e  Persephone/D em eter myth H urston 's  power re flec ts  back  
onto "th is Greco-Roman m yth [ th a t]  was one of my favo rites"  (36). The 
m yth of th e  d a u g h te r 's  r e tu rn  to h e r  m other "exalted" Zora; " th a t is  the  
way I read  my p a ra g ra p h ,"  she  sa y s , and th e  r e s t  o f-the  s to ry  as well 
(36). E xalted b y  th is  m yth abou t th e  pow er of m o th e r/d au g h te r love, 
H urston  v e ry  su b tly  makes i t  th e  g round  of h e r  success while as su b tly  
sa tir iz in g  th e  approval of th e  apprecia tive  w hite women in  th e  succeed ing  
p a ra g ra p h s . It is only th e  cy linder of one hu n d red  pennies and  th e  books 
th a t th ey  give h e r  which sp a rk  Z ora 's in te re s t  and  joy (38). H urston  
adm its to h e r  p lay -ac tin g  fo r  th e ir  approval when she  s a y s , "T hey asked  
me if I loved school, and  I lied th a t I did" (37).
A lthough Mama is th e  au tho riz ing  ghost th ro u g h o u t D ust T ra c k s , 
she  is  alive and  well as a  c h a rac te r d u rin g  th e  n a rra tiv e 's  f i r s t  e ig h t 
c h ap te rs  as th e  prim ary  f ig u re  in  Zora's childhood. D eborah P lant has 
a rg u e d  p e rsu as iv e ly  th a t H urston  p a tte rn s  the  overall s t ru c tu re  of Dust 
T rack s on th e  movement of folk serm ons she learned  from h e r  fa th e r , a  
B ap tist p re a c h e r . The f i r s t  e leven c h ap te rs  p rov ide  th e  con tex t of 
H u rsto n 's  life , unders tood  as a te x t ,  while the  las t fo u r (p lus the  
unpub lished ) ch ap te rs  co n stitu te  th e  doctrine  derived  from th e  life- 
con tex t (P lan t 9 ) . Im portan tly , much of th e  contex t fo r h e r  own life -tex t 
which H urston  p rov ides in  th e  ea rly  ch ap te rs  a re  s to ries  sh e  lea rn s from 
Mama. T he e n tire  th ird  c h ap te r  "I Get B o rn ,"  fo r exam ple, has th e
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implied perspective  of Mama, telling the sto ries of Zora's b irth  and f ir s t  
s te p s . H urston 's n a rra to r  ra re ly  footnotes Mama's voice in  telling  sto ries 
th a t could only have come from h e r. She simply tells th e ir  s to ry —"My 
mother was going to have collard greens fo r d in n e r,"  o r "My m other heard  
my screams" (22)—so tha t he r and h e r  m other's sto ries a t times read  
inseparab ly .
Of course, the  junc tu re  in the te x t where the un ity  of H urston’s 
voice w ith h e r m other's is dramatically at issue is in the  deathbed scene in 
the  "Wandering" chap ter. Mama gives Zora in structions reg a rd in g  h e r  
deathbed: "I was not to let them take the  pillow from under h e r  head until 
she was dead. The clock was not to be covered, nor the looking-glass.
She tru s te d  me to see to it  th a t these th ings were not done. I prom ised 
h e r  as solemnly as nine years could do, th a t I would see to  it" (62). On 
the  same day , Zora was called upon to c a rry  out these  in structions an d , in 
so doing, "to se t my will against my fa th e r, the  village dames and village 
custom" (63). While the enorm ity of the challenge p recluded  h e r success , 
H urston in sis ts  on the importance of h e r try in g : "But she looked a t me, o r 
so I fe lt, to speak  fo r h e r . She depended on me fo r a voice" (63). When 
Zora articu la tes h e r  m other's w ishes, i t  is  her fa th e r who holds her back , 
th u s  squelching m other's and d au g h te r 's  voices together a t once. In  th is  
way H urston shows th a t she is not able to uphold Mama's voice in  the  way 
Mama had succeeded so often in  p ro tec ting  h e r s . The n a rra to r  rela tes 
Zora's anguish  a t th is  mutual m other-daughter "failure" with a poignancy 
th a t shows its  continuing importance to H urston: "Mama was still rasp in g  
out the  las t morsel of h e r life. I th ink  she was try in g  to say som ething, 
and  I th ink  she was try in g  to speak to me. What was she try in g  to tell me?
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What w ouldn 't I give to know! . . .  I shall n e v e r know" (64 ). H urston  
d iscloses th a t  she  would "agonize over th a t moment fo r  y e a rs  to com e," 
su g g e s tin g  th a t  it h au n ts  h e r  in  much th e  same way th a t  Mama's voice 
h a u n ts  th is  n a rra tiv e  and th e  v e ry  a c t of w ritin g  fo r H u rs to n . 
S ign ifican tly , th e  ex erc ise  of h e r  own voice h en ce fo rth  would be w ithout 
Mama's ac tu a l p ro tec tio n , and  p e rh a p s  h e r  agony  p a r tly  lies in  th is  sen se  
of iso lation , in  sp eak in g  ou t alone "ag a in st th e  w orld" and  all of i ts  
p a tr ia rc h s . T he c ritiq u e  of b lack "race  conscious" w ritin g  in  D ust T rack s  
evokes ju s t  th is  sen se  of H u rsto n 's  c o n tra ry  isolation from th e  b lack  male 
w ritin g  com m unity, even  as i t  in s is ts  upon  h e r  p lace w ith in  th a t  
community as "Mama's child" (66, 124).
T he con trad ic tion  revealed  in  H u rs to n 's  accoun t of h e r  m other’s 
d ea th  is  th a t  a lthough  Mama au th o rizes  Zora to  ex erc ise  h e r  voice, Z ora 's 
sp eak in g  additionally  re lies on h e r  fa th e r 's  a u th o r ity ;  he  does, a f te r  a ll, 
su ccessfu lly  silence h e r .  In  g en era l, how ever, D ust T rack s  dem onstra tes 
H u rs to n 's  ap p ro p ria tio n  of h e r  fa th e r 's  au th o rita tiv e  sp eak in g  po sitio n . 
H u rsto n  s t r e s s e s  th a t  i t  was th e  "m enfolks" in  Eatonville who held  th e  
"ly ing" sess io n s th a t gave h e r  so much p le a su re . H er own fo lk lore 
acc en ts  th e  dom inance of men in  te lling  ta le s , and  in  T h e ir  Eyes Were 
W atching G od, she  endows Jan ie  w ith h e r  own y e a rn in g  to  p a rtic ip a te  in  
th e  p o rc h ta lk , w idely recognized  as a  male p re ro g a tiv e . C laire C ra b tre e  
po in ts  ou t th a t in  th e  la t te r  n a rra t iv e , a u th e n tic  communication betw een 
th e  women tak e s  place on th e  back  p o rch  (63 ). And Bell H ooks's e ssa y  
"T alk ing  Back" s tre s s e s  th a t th is  re lega tion  of women's voices to th e  
in side  o r  p r iv a te  p laces typ ifies b lack  folk c u l tu r e .22 In  D ust T rack s  
H urs ton  dram atizes h e r  r ig h t  to ta lk  b ack , to  p a rtic ip a te  in  pub lic  sp e ec h ,
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b y  ad o p tin g  th e  tro p e  of th e  "call" from th e  p rea ch in g  d isco u rse  Papa had  
ta u g h t h e r  and  th e n  "sign ify ing" on i t . 23 A lthough Papa b e ra te s  his 
y o u n g est d a u g h te r ’s hab it of q u estio n in g , he cannot p re v e n t h e r  from 
ste a lin g  h is a u th o r ity  as p re a c h e r  fo r  h e r  own d e v ic e s .
T he tw elve p ro p h e tic  v isions H urston  d esc rib e s  in  th e  fo u r th  
c h a p te r , "T he In sid e  S e a rc h ,"  c o n s titu te , not a  s tru c tu r in g  device fo r  
th e  n a r ra t iv e , a s Hemenway su rm ise s , b u t r a th e r  a b asis  fo r  little  Z ora 's 
r ig h t  to  "serm onize" and  te ll h e r  "lies" (Hemenway 278, P lan t 8 ) .
Claiming th e  "call" g ives h e r  s to ry te llin g  th e  p a tr ia rc h a l G od's stam p of 
ap p ro v a l; in  a la te r  c h a p te r  called "R elig ion ," H urston  will call in to  
question  th e  re lig ious a u th o rity  she  has borrow ed in  an  im portan t in stan ce  
of n a rra tiv e  d e ce n te rin g . A fte r H urston  n a rra te s  in  c h a p te r  fo u r th e  
v isions Zora ex p erien ces as ev idence of h e r  "d iffe rence"  from  o th e r  
c h ild ren , sh e  p roceeds in  su b seq u e n t c h a p te rs , b eg in n in g  w ith  th e  v e ry  
n e x t one , "F igu re  an d  F an cy ,"  to develop th e  d iffe rence  of h e r  
s to ry te llin g  "call" from  h e r  fa th e r 's  relig ious one b y  rec o u n tin g  s to rie s  
from  h e r  ch ildhood, b o th  lea rn ed  and  im agined. H er a u th o r ity  as a 
s to ry te lle r  is  th u s  show n to be  p a te n tly  d e riv a tiv e , a  q u a lity , a s  de 
B eauvo ir's  c ritiq u e  of a u th o rsh ip  im plies, endem ic to  th e  au th o r-iza tio n  
p ro c e ss . B u t while H u rs to n 's  a u th o r ity  to  voice h e r  s to r ie s  an d  th o se  of 
h e r  c u ltu re  d e riv e s  from h e r  c u ltu re 's  p a tr ia rc h a l re lig io n , i t  is  Mama's 
voice th a t inform s and  affirm s Z ora 's u n d e rs ta n d in g  of voice: who g e ts  to  
sp e a k , w hen, how, an d  abou t w hat.
Id en tify in g  th e  dual au tho riza tion  of H u rs to n 's  voice—su p p o rte d  b y  
Mama an d  borrow ed from  Papa—opens th e  way to  view ing o th e r  dim ensions 
of doub leness a n d /o r  betw eenness in  H u rs to n 's  s to ry  of th e  au th o riza tio n
of h e r  voice in  D ust T ra c k s . Im portan tly , th e  g e n d e r id e n tity  implied in  
th e  p roposition  th a t Mama roo ts H u rs to n 's  voice is made am biguous b y  th e  
g e n d e r in s tab ility  of h e r  c h a ra c te r  as H urston  p o r tra y s  i t .  In  th e  f i r s t  
two c h a p te rs  of th e  n a rra t iv e , b e fo re  H urston  has e s tab lish ed  h e r  own 
b i r th —w hich comes la te r ,  in  c h ap te r  th re e , in  one of m any sign ifican t 
dev ia tions from th e  male slave n a rra tiv e  trad itio n  and  from n a rra tiv e s  of 
o rig in  in  g e n e ra l—she reco u n ts  th e  s to ry  of h e r  p a re n ts ’ m eeting and  
m arriage . E lizabeth Fox-G enovese a rg u e s  th a t  in  u n stab le  social 
conditions su ch  as those  experienced  in th e  p o st-R eco n s tru c tio n  A frican - 
Am erican c u ltu re , " it is possib le  fo r  g e n d e r as a norm ative model of be ing  
male o r female to  come u n s tu c k  from  sexuality"  (168). So i t  is  th a t  in  th e  
absence  of s tab le  re la tio n s betw een men an d  women in  th is  c u ltu re , 
ind iv idua l women may not have lived w ith  a  ready -m ade , tr ie d  and  t r u e ,  
in te rn a l sense  o f fem inin ity ; fem ininity  was a chang ing  s to ry  alw ays 
d e fin itive ly  to -b e - to ld . In  H u rs to n 's  s to ry  of h e r  m other, overla id  w ith 
th e  l a t te r 's  own p e rsp e c tiv e , Lucy dem onstra tes th e  p e n ch a n t fo r  
o u trag eo u s behav io r fo r  which h e r  d a u g h te r  will la te r  b e  fam ous. A gainst 
th e  w ishes of bo th  p a re n ts  she  m arried  John  H u rs to n , "one of dem n ig g e rs  
from o v er de c reek" (8 ) . In  one of many ex p lan a to ry  comments in ten d ed  
fo r  th e  u n in itia ted  w hite re a d e r , H u rs to n 's  n a r ra to r  ex p la in s , "O v e r- th e -  
c re ek  n ig g e rs  lived  from  one w hite m an's p lan ta tio n  to th e  o th e r . R egu lar 
h an d -to -m o u th  fo lk s . D idn 't own p o ts  to  pee in  n o r  b e d s  to  p u sh  'em 
u n d e r"  (8 ) . In  th is  e a rly  u se  of th e  folk p e rsp ec tiv e  an d  d ialect a g a in s t 
w hich H u rs to n  defines h e r  own p e rsp e c tiv e , and  h e re  h e r  m o ther's  as 
w ell, H u rs to n  v en trilo q u a tes  th e  c la ss is t opinions L ucy defied  in  m arry in g  
John  H u rs to n . T h is a s se r tiv e n e s s , w hich le ft h e r  in  "v io lent opposition  to
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h e r  fam ily ,"  moved h e r  in to  a  m arriage h e r  m other would no t even  a t te n d . 
T he m arriage  w hich Lucy a g re ed  to , how ever, is no t rad ica l in  i ts e lf , fo r  
in  m arry in g  John  sh e  y e t conform ed to convention; w hat is  rad ica l is  
r a th e r  h e r  ex erc ise  of m asculine autonom y in  decision-m aking , f i r s t  w ith in  
h e r  p a re n ts ' home an d  th e n  w ithin  th e  community of Eatonville. I t  is 
p rec ise ly  h e r  m other's  o v e r- th e -c re e k  decision which c o n s titu te s  heroism  
fo r  H u rs to n : sh e  "believed  th a t indiv idual b lack  women could b ase  th e ir  
p e rso n a l autonom y on communal trad itio n s"  (Wall 379), ind iv idua liz ing  
them selves w ith in  th e  limited scope th a t m asculine models of community 
a ffo rd ed  them . The se v e ra l s tro n g  b lack  women p o r tra y e d  in  D ust T rac k s  
all sh a re  L ucy P o tts  H u rs to n 's  ind iv idua ted  s tre n g th  of c h a ra c te r  w ith in  
th e ir  com m unities: A unt C aro line , B ig Sw eet, an d  E thel W aters. T he 
womanist dim ension of th e  n a rra tiv e  a s s e r ts  th e  im portance of a  woman's 
b e in g  "o u trag e o u s , audac ious, courageous o r w illful" w ith in  and  
sometimes a g a in s t h e r  b lack  community (W alker, In  S earch  x i ) .
H u rs to n  devo tes qu ite  a  b it of n a rra tiv e  to d e sc rib in g  fem ale/m ale 
re la tio n s  in  D ust T rack s  a n d , in  p a r tic u la r , to d e sc rib in g  women who 
su ccessfu lly  challenge th e ir  h u sb an d s  o r lo v ers ' d ic ta te s . As Fox- 
G enovese n o te s , w hite models of g en d er re la tions a re  ir re le v a n t to  re a d e rs  
in te rp re t in g  su c h  accoun ts (168). In  h e r  c h a p te r  on "L ove,"  o ften  
fau lted  fo r  b e in g  so se lf-e v as iv e , H urston  d iscu sse s  th e  g e n d e r  ro le -  
conflict in  th e  p rin c ip a l love re la tionsh ip  of h e r  life to d a te . H er lo v e r 's  
need  to  be  "a man" and  to  have h e r  choose betw een him an d  h e r  w ork  made 
th e  re la tio n sh ip  ultim ately  in su p p o rtab le  to h e r :  "T hat v e ry  m anliness, 
sw eet a s  i t  w as, made u s  b o th  su ffe r . My c a re e r  ba lked  th e  com pleteness 
of h is  idea l. I rea lly  w anted to  conform , b u t i t  was im possible" (184) . I t
is  h is m asculin ity—defined w ith re fe ren ce  to h is need  to  con tro l the  
d irec tion  of h e r  life—th a t H urston  challenges and  fa u lts , not the  fac t th a t 
he u se s  force  on h e r  on more th an  one occasion to ven t h is a n g e r w ith 
h e r .  The am biguity of H urs ton 's  view h e re , p ro v id in g  fo r bo th  female 
autonom y and  male violence against women, is p re p a re d  fo r e a rlie r  b y  th e  
s to ry  of g e n d e r rela tions in  Eatonville as d isp layed b y  h e r  p a re n ts  and  
h e r  a u n t and  u n c le . The town teases Papa over th e  fac t h is n in e ty -p o u n d  
wife is " the  b o s s ,"  in trep id ly  s tan d in g  up to h e r  h u sband  w ith a m ental 
ag ility  th a t h e r  d au g h te r la te r  p rizes  in  h e rse lf . Lucy ap p a ren tly  
continues to ac t "o v e r-th e -c reek "  a f te r  m arry ing  h e r  h u sb a n d , d ism issing 
g e n d e r ro le d istinctions ju s t  as she  dism issed class d is tin c tio n s . While 
n e v e r d isc red itin g  N anny 's th es is  in  T h eir Eyes th a t th e  b lack  woman is 
th e  "mule of de w orld ,"  H urston  in  D ust T rack s show cases b lack  women's 
rebellion  ag a in st oppressive  g en d er conven tions.
The anecdote most em phasized b y  the  te x t to  exem plify a woman's 
dom estic rebellion  fea tu res  H urston 's  A unt Caroline. While Papa re fu se s  
to b ea t h is wife into subm ission, say in g , "you got to subm it y o u rse lf  to 
'em, so th e re  a in 't  no use  in  bea ting  on 'em and  th en  have to go back  and 
b eg  'em p a rd o n ,"  Uncle Jim advocates th e  u se  of fo rce  (14). B ut H urston  
n a rra te s  a t  len g th  a  s to ry  about C aroline's re ta lia tion  to  Jim 's fo rcefu l 
dominance which u n se ttle s  th e  balance of pow er betw een th e  s e x e s , even  
w ithin a  social con tex t perm issive of violence ag a in st women. T he hum or 
w hich th e  b y s ta n d e rs  on th e  po rch  find  in  C aroline's bo ldness is  notable 
as a  form of apprecia tion  fo r h e r , o r  a t least fo r  th e  dram a of rebellion sh e  
ca ta lyzes. H u rs to n 's  own humor in  re la tin g  th is  s to ry  su p p o rts  women's 
cou n te rtrad itio n a l c o n tra r in e ss , even when th is  a ttitu d e  involves violence
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by  women, as when Caroline lite ra lly  k icks out of town a  riva l woman in  
o rd e r to rep o ssess  h e r  h u sb a n d . Most of the  many women fe a tu re d  in  
D ust T rack s a re  s tro n g  women, rep re se n ta tiv e  of an  u n s ta b le , ’’betw een” 
form of feminine id en tity  ak in  to the  "fem ininity" (necessa rily  in  quo tes) 
which H urston  h e rse lf  claims as h e r  cu ltu ra l in h e ritan ce . In  b r ie f , b e ing  
a  se lf-a sse r tiv e  woman w ithin though  perh ap s aga in st th e  community is in 
accord  w ith being  "Mama's ch ild ."
As re p re se n te d  in  D ust T ra c k s , th e  doubleness of g e n d e r in  th e  
au tho riza tion  of H u rs to n 's  voice a rguab ly  constitu tes  th e  prim ary  
spectrum  of its  be tw eenness. But o th er dimensions of th e  voice 's 
betw eenness should be noted in  o rd e r to g rasp  the  rad ical position ing  of 
H u rs to n 's  c ritiq u e  of a u th o rsh ip . Out of h e r  id en tity  as "Mama's ch ild ,"  
th e  most unequivocal identification  the  te x t p ro v id es , H urston  un rav e ls  
o th e r  ways in  which h e r  voice moves in  h e r  m other's s ty le  ov e r c reek s and 
tow ards th e  su n . For exam ple, H urston  s itu a tes  h e rse lf  am bivalently 
betw een th e  in te rre la te d  po larities of b lack and  w hite, fo lk -educated  and  
schoo l-educated . A lthough H urston 's  n a rra to r  notes th a t  i t  was only in  
Jacksonville  a f te r  h e r  m other's death  th a t Zora learned  she  was b lack , th e  
n a r ra to r 's  ea rly  em phasis on th e  black tow nship she calls home ind icates 
th e  im portance of racial id en tity  to the  adu lt H urston  w riting  (68 ). Folk 
s to rie s  an d  family lore n a rra te d  in  black folk dialect all u n d e rsco re  
H u rs to n 's  roo tedness in  th e  ru ra l South b lack community of Eatonville, 
F lo rida. And y e t ,  a s  Alice Walker crankily  n o tes , th e re  a re  a  lot of w hite 
men an d  women on th e  pages of D ust T rack s receiv ing  a lot of g ra titu d e  
fo r  hav in g  "helped" H urston  on h e r  p a th  to au th o rsh ip  ([1983] 91). I t  is 
p a r t  of th e  c o n tra ry  betw eenness of H urs to n 's  speak ing  position  in  D ust
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T racks to decline to damn w hites and p raise  blacks unequivocally .24 Her 
anecdotes (such  as the  one of h e r  b ir th —by Mama, w ith th e  help of the  
white m an), mixed language (s tan d ard  and black v ern acu la r E ng lish ), 
and  c h arac te r p o rtra its  situa te  h e r  authorization  betw een black and  white 
worlds whose h ie ra rch y  she re fu ses  to acknowledge.
As I explained above, th is  ambiguous position is consisten t with 
th a t held by  h e r  male p eers  w riting  in  th e  Harlem R enaissance. The image 
H urston  p o rtra y s  of h e rse lf as a child on the  ga te -post of Eatonville, 
tak ing  rides ou t of town with p assin g  white folks and  te lling  them s to rie s , 
is emblematic of h e r  la te r  role as a  hera ld  of black folk cu ltu re  fo r 
predom inantly white audiences (33). The " trave l dust"  sp rink led  on the 
doorstep  the day of h e r  b ir th  likewise ties he r a t once to h e r b lack natal 
community and to the  la rg e r  w orld, including w hites, which she must move 
into in  o rd e r to r e tu rn  to the  black folk community (23) . While the  image 
of " trav e l dust"  derives from folklore and connects H urston 's w anderlust 
to th a t of he r fa th e r , it  also re p re se n ts  th e  e lastic ity  of h e r  bond to 
Eatonville, itse lf  imaged as a  "fron tie r"  land with close ties to white 
M aitland. C rossing  b o rd e rs  comes easily to one who grew  up  in  a b o rd e r 
(fro n tie r)  town, of p a re n ts  who them selves were ou trageous.
H urston 's s to ry  of h e r p u rsu it  of education—in  Eatonville, a t 
Howard U n iversity , and then  finally a t B arn ard —also places the  
au thorization  of h e r  voice betw een d istinc t poles of b lack and  white 
c u ltu re s . Folk m yths jostle  w ith G reek and  biblical m yths in  h e r  te x t;  
b lack  p ro fesso rs  sh a re  laurels w ith white p ro fe s so rs . H urston  not only 
in s is ts  on h e r equal appreciation  fo r po rch ta lk  and  classroom education , 
she places h e r  sense of h e r destiny  or "call" above the  p re s su re s  from
e ith e r  g ro u p  to make th e ir  va lues h e r s .  M oreover, sh e  g ives b lack  
Howard an d  w hite  B a rn a rd  equal s h r i f t  in  h e r  fo rm ation , an d  in s is ts ,  "I 
had  th e  same fee lin g  a t B a rn a rd  th a t  I d id  a t  H ow ard, only more so . I fe lt 
th a t  I was h ig h ly  p riv ileg ed  an d  dete rm ined  to  m ake th e  most of it"  (122). 
H aving sa id  th a t ,  sh e  is carefu l to show h e r  re s is ta n c e  to  p a tro n a g e  a t  
B a rn a rd  o r  to  th e  collective  app rova l of th e  school. She sa tir ic a lly  n o te s , 
"I becam e B a rn a rd 's  sa c re d  b lack  cow. If  you  had  no t had  lu n ch  w ith me, 
you h ad  n o t sh o t from  taw" (122)—rev ea lin g  h e r  aw aren ess  of th e  
tokenism  of h e r  c e le b r ity  s ta tu s  an d  tra n s la tin g  th a t  aw aren ess  in to  h e r  
p e cu lia r  be tw een -w orld s language  to  re g a in  th e  sp e a k in g  p o sitio n  of 
po w er. With th e  same se n se  of r ig h te o u sn e ss , sh e  no tes w ith  f ra n k  
im patience , "I d id  no t reso lve  to be  a g r in d  [a t  B a rn a rd ] ,  h o w ev er, to  
show  th e  w hite  fo lk s  th a t  I had  b r a in s . I took  it  fo r  g ra n te d  th a t  th e y  
knew  th a t .  E lse w hy was I a t  B arn ard ?"  (123). T he f re q u e n t  tona l 
b re a k s  H u rs to n  m anages, from  im patience to  g ra ti tu d e  to  m ockery  to  
fa c tu a l r e p o r t : th e y  re p re s e n t  th e  seam s of c u ltu re  in  H u rs to n 's  
a u th o r iz in g  s to ry ,  a s  sh e  moves f lu en tly  in  an d  be tw een  b lack  a n d  w hite 
c u l tu r e s .
R ead ing  D ust T ra c k s  w ith a tte n tio n  to  th e se  seam s d isc lo ses  th e  
iro n ie s  of s itu a tio n  w hich th e  n a r r a to r  s tr in g s  a c ro ss  h e r  n a rra t io n .
Iro n y  is  p re c ise ly  th e  doub leness of voice a n d  p e rsp e c tiv e  a t  is su e  h e r e : 
th e  shock  of se e in g  som ething  from tw o, th r e e ,  fo u r  s id e s . H u rs to n 's  
s u b tle ty  in  w eav ing  b la c k /w h ite , fo lk /schoo l iro n ie s  th ro u g h o u t h e r  te x t  
in d ic a te s  h e r  fac ility  a s  a  g a te -p o s t a u th o r ;  h e r  m ethod is  in d u b ita b ly  
con sc io u s . A t Howard U n iv e rs ity , fo r  exam ple, H u rs to n  im agines a c a re e r  
s tu d y in g  w hite  e ig h te e n th -c e n tu ry  p o e ts , on ly  to  ex ch an g e  th is  am bition
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a t  B a rn a rd , w ith th e  help  of h e r  m entor in  an th ro p o lo g y , fo r  a  c a re e r  
s tu d y in g  b lack  folk c u ltu re : "I . . . had  a  term  p a p e r  called  to  th e  
a tte n tio n  of D r. F ran z  Boas an d  th e re b y  gave  u p  my dream  of lean in g  o v e r 
a  d esk  an d  ex p la in in g  A ddison an d  S teele to th e  s p ro u tin g  g en era tio n s"  
(123). H u rs to n 's  s to ry  of h e r  a u th o riza tio n  p a t te rn s  a n  a rc  of r e tu r n ,  
m uch like th e  G reek epics she  loved , to h e r  home c u ltu re , b u t  h e r  r e tu r n  
to  E atonv ille , no t fo r  p o rch ta lk  b u t fo r  co llec ting  "m ate ria l,"  ev id en ces 
th e  ch an g e  in  h e r  w ro u g h t b y  ed u ca tio n . T he c h a p te r  on "R e se a rc h ,"  
w hich im p o rtan tly  p reced es  a n d  outw eighs th e  b r ie f  c h a p te r  on h e r  novel- 
w ritin g , opens w ith an  iron ic  accoun t of th e  a n th ro p o lo g is t r e tu rn in g  to 
h e r  hometown to  in q u ire  "in  ca re fu lly  accen ted  B a rn a rd e se , P a rd o n  me, 
b u t  do you know a n y  fo lk -ta le s  o r fo lk -so n g s? 1" (128). H u rsto n  reca lls  
th e  fa ilu re  o f th is  h e r  f i r s t  "m ateria l"-co llec ting  exped ition  in  o rd e r  to 
show  th a t  sh e  was no t alw ays so a d e p t in  m oving be tw een  c u l tu r e s . T he 
a c c o u n t's  iro n ic  doub ling  p e rsp e c tiv e  of H u rs to n  ta lk in g  to h e rse lf  
th ro u g h  h e r  tow nspeople—"No th e y  had  n e v e r  h e a rd  of a n y th in g  like th a t  
a ro u n d  th e re .  Maybe i t  was o v e r in  th e  n e x t c o u n ty . Why d id n 't  I t r y  
o v e r th e re ? " —dem onstra tes how th e  voice of be tw een n ess  sh e  has since  
cu ltiv a ted  in  h e r  su c ce ss fu l ex ped itions an d  w ritin g  is  in tr in s ic  to  h e r  
a u th o r- iz a tio n .
To focus on th e  iro n y  of th e  n a rra t iv e  is  to  focus on th e  do u b len ess 
of th e  lan g u ag e  c o n s tru c tin g  H u rs to n 's  p ecu lia rly  a u th o rized  vo ice . My 
w ord "doub leness"  in  fa c t fa lse ly  re d u c e s  th e  m ultip lic ity  of m eanings 
H u rs to n 's  n a rra t iv e  g e n e ra te s  a t  th e  level of th e  p a ra g ra p h , se n ten c e  an d  
w ord . B u t "doub leness"  a t  lea s t conno tes se v e ra l re le v a n t id eas ab o u t th e  
lan g u ag e  H u rs to n  em ploys. H er language  is  double in  th e  sen se  of b e in g
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l i te ra l an d  f ig u ra t iv e : w hen H u rs to n  p o r tra y s  h e rs e lf  on th e  g a te p o s t sh e  
p o in ts  to  a  fa c t of p e rso n a l h is to ry  as well a s  to  a  m etaphorical t r u th  a b o u t 
h e rs e lf . B u t even  th is  doub leness b re a k s  down f u r th e r  w hen th e  in h e re n t 
d oub leness o f f ig u ra tiv e  language  fo r  an  A fro-A m erican sp e a k e r  is  
c o n s id e re d . H enry  Louis G a te s , J r . ,  h as  w ritte n  e x te n s iv e ly  on th e  dual 
fu n c tio n s  th a t  f ig u ra tiv e  language  has se rv e d  fo r  b lack  sp e a k e rs . I t  is  
b o th  a  form  of p la y , a  b eau tifu l "N egro way of say ing"  in  H u rs to n 's  
w o rd s , a n d  a  su rv iv a l s t r a te g y  (1 9 ). G ates rem a rk s , "B lack  people have 
alw ays b e en  m aste rs  o f th e  f ig u ra t iv e : sa y in g  one th in g  to  m ean som eth ing  
q u ite  o th e r  h as  been  b asic  to  b lack  su rv iv a l in  o p p ress iv e  W estern  
c u l tu r e s ,"  a  comment w hich reca lls  H u rs to n ’s th e o ry  of " fe a th e rb e d  
re s is ta n c e "  (B lack 6 ) . H u rsto n  a cc en ts  b o th  ro les  o f f ig u ra tio n  in  h e r  
sp eech  th ro u g h o u t th e  n a r ra t iv e ;  in d e e d , h e r  v e ry  c a re e r  a s  
a n th ro p o lo g is t, s tu d y in g  th e  b e a u ty  of h e r  c u ltu re  in  o rd e r  to  w rite  books 
fo r  h e r  own s u rv iv a l, is  a  p a ra lle l in s tan c e  of th is  d o u b len e ss . One 
im p o rtan t exam ple o f a n  anecdo te  w hich s t r e s s e s  th e  double u se s  of 
H u rs to n 's  f ig u ra tiv e  pow ers is  th a t  o f h e r  job a s  maid to  th e  o p e ra  s in g e r  
d u r in g  h e r  p re -c o lle g e , w an d erin g  y e a r s .  F o r e ig h teen  m onths H u rs to n  
am used th e  o p e ra  tro u p e  w ith  h e r  b lack  folk sp e ec h , w inn ing  th e ir  
a ffec tio n  a n d  th e  u se  of th e ir  books a s  well a s  e n s u r in g  h e r  em ploym ent 
a n d  hence  h e r  su rv iv a l.
T he d oub leness of H u rs to n 's  language  a t  th e  level o f th e  w o rd , th e  
m etap h o r, can  a lso  s ig n ify  d u p lic ity  in  th e  c o n te x t o f h e r  l ife -w ritin g , a  
p o ss ib ility  th a t  c e r ta in  r e a d e rs ,  w ithout an a ly z in g  sp ec ific  c a se s , have  
re c e n tly  a d m itte d . 25 T he way in  w hich H u rs to n  develops th e  m etaphor of 
" ly ing" th ro u g h o u t th e  n a rra t iv e  exem plifies th e  b r illia n t d u p lic ity  o f h e r
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lan g u ag e , a s  well as th e  dim ension of cu ltu ra l b e tw eenness e a r lie r  
d isc u sse d . With th e  b re v ity  c h a rac te r is tic  of b lack  folk sp e e c h , H u rs to n  
develops a constella tion  of sign ifications a ro u n d  "ly ing" and  positions 
h e rse lf  above them all, th e  consummate " lia r ,"  as  h e r  g randm other 
h ea ted ly  fo re to ld . In  th e  no torious anecdote  in  w hich th e  w hite  man (who 
helped  d e liv e r h e r)  takes Zora f ish in g , H urston  re c o rd s  in  d ire c t 
d isco u rse  h is counsel to h e r  ag a in st " ly in g ."  "N ig g e rs ,"  he s a y s , "lie 
an d  lie! Any time you ca tch  folks ly in g , th e y  a re  sk e e re d  of som ething. 
L ying  is dodg ing . People w ith g u ts  d o n 't lie . T hey  tell th e  t r u th  and  
th e n  if  th e y  have to , th e y  f ig h t it  o u t. You lay  y o u rse lf  open  b y  ly ing" 
(30-31). H u rs to n  does not d isc red it th e  sp e a k e r ; to th e  c o n tra ry , sev e ra l 
p a ra g ra p h s  la te r  she  g ives him som ething of a eu logy w hen n a r ra t in g  th e  
s to ry  of h is  d e a th . B ut sh e  does id en tify  him a s  one who "to ld  th e  t r u th ,"  
a n d  i t  is h is  polarization  of t r u th  an d  lies on w hich sh e  la te r  p lay fu lly  
s ig n if ie s .
N ever rec o rd in g  Z ora 's resp o n se  to th e  w hite m an's m andate fo r  
unequ ivocal t r u th ,  H urston  allows h is iden tifica tion  of "n ig g e rs"  a s  ly ing  
people to s ta n d  th e n  p roceeds in  th e  te x t to p o r tra y  h e rse lf  ly ing  
u n a b ash e d ly  (to  th e  w hite women who rew ard  h e r  fo r  re a d in g  a t  school) 
a n d  to p o r tra y  th e  fu n  an d  th e  t ru th - te l l in g  fu n c tio n s of ly in g  in 
Eatonville social life : "B u t w hat I rea lly  loved to  h e a r  was th e  m enfolks 
ho ld ing  a  'ly in g ' se ss io n . T h at i s ,  s tra in in g  a g a in s t each o th e r  in  te lling  
fo lk  ta les" (47 ). T h en , assum ing  th e  p u rp o r te d ly  male role of " ly in g ,"  
sh e  au th o rizes  in  th e  te x t  a version  of th e  "lie" abou t "S is ' Snail" leav ing  
h e r  h u sb a n d , th u s  dem onstra ting  h e r  independence  from b o th  th e  w hite 
m an 's v e rs io n  of ly ing  an d  th e  b lack  c u ltu re 's  s t r ic tu re s  on who may lie .
T he su b v e rs io n  of ''ly ing" as a  c u ltu ra l p rac tice  seem s complete w hen 
H u rs to n  p ro v id es  a  folk exp lanation—a "lie"—w hich "to ld  th e  w hy and  
how of ra c e s  th a t  p leased  me more th an  w hat I lea rn ed  ab o u t race  
d e riv a tio n s  la te r  on in  Ethnology" (49). V alorizing folk ta les above 
sc ience in  th is  in s ta n c e , H urston  s ly ly  o v e rrid e s  th e  s e t  of va lues an d  
m eanings fo r  ly in g  in itia ted  in  th e  f ish in g  anecdote  w ith a  se t from b lack  
c u ltu ra l ex p erien ce  w ithout n a y -say in g  and  p ro te s t .  B u t th e n , in  a  much 
la te r  c h a p te r , sh e  fu r th e r  destab ilizes th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  t r u th ,  
fa ls ity , and  "ly ing" b y  calling  in to  question  th e  "know n an d  se ttled "  
t r u th s  th a t  re lig ious folk r itu a ls  an d  s to rie s  p re te n d  to  e x p re ss  (193). 
"L ying" fo r  H urston  alw ays tak es on p rov isional t r u th  even  w ith in  b lack  
folk c u l tu re . With H usserlian  f la ir  h e r  te x t  calls u p  th e  d u p lic ity  of 
language  in  sh ap in g  a p p a re n t t r u th s  w hen objects a re  seen  from a se rie s  
of o n e -s id ed  p e rs p e c tiv e s .
A consummate s to ry te lle r  and  ro le -p la y e r , H u rs to n  p o r tra y s  h e rse lf  
like Mama, fee ling  fre e  to c ro ss  o v e r all k in d s  of c re ek s  in  p u rs u in g  h e r  
"ca ll."  T he coro llary  to th is  idea is  th a t  H u rs to n 's  "call" is  to  au th o rize  a  
c re e k -c ro ss in g  vo ice, a  voice th a t in s is ts  on q u estio n in g  c u ltu ra l 
dem arcations—betw een  c la ss , g e n d e r , and  rac e —b u t w hich paradox ica lly  
also acknow ledges i ts  own h isto rica l and  geographical sp ec ific ity . So i t  is  
th a t  h e r  au th o riz in g  te x t above all ce leb ra tes  b lack  fo lk  c u ltu re  a s  well a s  
h e r  a b ility  to tra n s la te  th a t cu ltu re  as an thropological an d  fictional book- 
b ou n d  "m ateria l."  T h ere  a re  dozens of in s tan c es  in  D ust T rac k s  w here  
H u rs to n , conscious of th e  w hite people o v e r th e  c re ek  who p rim arily  
compose h e r  aud ience , tra n s la te s  fo r them  th e  f ig u re s  of d ialec t sp eech  
w hich abound  in  th e  t e x t . The ex p lan a to ry  a sides in  th e  te x t  only i r r i ta te
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rea d e rs  who read  Dust T racks w ith hopes of hearing  a un ified , one-side- 
o f-th e -c re ek  voice, ina tten tive  to what the  ac ts  of tran sla tion  s ign ify : 
H urston 's  cu ltu ra l bilingualism p u t a t the  serv ice of th e  folk cu ltu re .
Zora Neale H urston p u t h e r  verbal g ifts  a t the  serv ice  of folk 
c u ltu re , b u t she could no t—not in  1926, o r 1937, o r 1942— p u t th e  
re su lta n t books in  the  hands of folk cu ltu re ; not y e t.  L iteracy  amongst 
Afro-Am ericans would not begin  to be  common-place un til more th an  a 
decade la te r . Fox-Genovese rem arks, "T here  is  little  evidence th a t b lack 
women au tob iographers assum ed th a t any significant num ber of o th er 
b lack  women would read  th e ir  work" (167) . What black read ers  Dust 
T racks had were no doubt H urston 's male lite ra ry  p e e r s , w orking out 
th e ir  own compromises w ith a  white dominant cu ltu re  in te re s ted  in th e  
"prim itive" black American experience. While the  voices of h e r  male p eers  
responded  to a  trad itio n  of black American w riting , how ever, H urston  
does not exh ib it a  sense of belonging to th is tra d itio n .
She also lacked a model fo r helping h e r  to answ er the questions she 
learned  to ask  as Mama's child about dem arcations of value based  on 
soc ia lly -constructed  b o rd e rs . Alice Walker w rites about the  im portance of 
lite ra ry  models to h e r  own w riting  in an essay  en titled  "Saving th e  Life 
T hat Is Your Own": "To take Toni M orrison's statem ent fu r th e r ,  if  th a t is 
possib le , in my own work I w rite no t only what I w ant to  re a d — 
u n d e rs tan d in g  fu lly  and  indelibly th a t if  I don 't do it no one e lse is  so 
vitaUy in te re s te d , o r capable of doing it  to my sa tisfac tion—I w rite  aU the  
th ings I should have been able to read " (In  Search  13; W alker's 
em phasis) . H urston  is W alker's f ir s t  cited  model in  the  lis t following th is  
rem ark . What k in d  of model of lite ra ry  au th o rsh ip  did H urston  prov ide
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w ith D ust T rac k s? One which anticipates Walker’s deep sense  of hav ing  to 
w rite  what she should have been able to read  b u t could n o t, owing to 
racial and  lite ra ry  conventions beyond h e r control. In  h e r  c ritiq u e  of 
w hite and  b lack male au thorsh ip  conventions in  Dust T ra c k s , H urston  
slips p a s t th e  rep re ss iv e  eyes of h e r ed ito rs (sometimes) a dual sa tire  of 
ideologies from h e r perspec tive  as Mama's ch ild , situa ted  a t th e  b o rd e rs  of 
rac e , c lass , and g ender.
II F ighting/W riting A gainst "Race" and Class Lines
H urston’s authorization  from h e r  Mama to question , tell " l ie s ,” and  
jump a t  the  sun  of h e r  o v e r-th e -c reek  ambitions p rovides h e r  w ith th e  
speak ing  position from which to critique  h e r au thor-iza tion  by  th e  w hite 
pub lish ing  in stitu tio n  and by  the  black lite ra ry  establishm ent. The 
"doctrine" c h a p te rs , a s  Plant calls them , ten  th ro u g h  six teen  (p lu s two 
th a t  n ev er made it into the  1942 edition) a re  the  site  of th is  c ritique  
(9) , 26 T hey a re  a  land mine of ideas, exploding the  racial o r l ite ra ry  
p ie ties  th ey  d iscu ss , o r more p rec ise ly , deconstruc ting  any  b asis  fo r 
generalization  about " race ,"  au thorial p rac tice , o r political co rrec tn ess  
fo r b lack th in k e rs  and a r t is ts .  More d isorien ting  than  "d iso rien ted ,"  as 
Mary Helen W ashington calls them, H urston 's concluding essays in  D ust 
T rack s a lte rn a te ly  ad d re ss  an assum ed white audience and  an assum ed 
b lack  lite ra ry  audience as well. The re a d e r, b lack o r w hite, m ust flex 
w ith the  p ro se  and tu rn  h e r vision to and fro , perched  atop th e  g a tepost 
w ith H urston . Elizabeth Fox-Genovese contends, "N othing in  D ust 
T rack s su g g ests  th a t H urston tru s te d  h e r re a d e rs . N othing p rec ise ly  
iden tifies them" (173). The v e ry  difficulty  of iden tify ing  a  sing le
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aud ience  in  th e  la s t seven  c h ap te rs  su g g e s ts  th a t  in  th in k in g  ab o u t h e r  
a u th o rsh ip  H urston  experienced  a  c ris is  of aud ience: who to  w rite  to?
T h is c ris is  is  re flec tiv e  of th e  problem atic recep tion  sh e  had  rece iv ed  from 
w hite and  b lack  men a lik e .27 C onverse ly , I su rm ise  th a t  in  th in k in g  
ab o u t h e r  a u to b io g rap h y 's  aud ience  H urston  experienced  a  c ris is  in  
a u th o rs h ip : w hat to w rite  about? The b lu r r in g  of aud ience  defin ition  in  
th e se  c h a p te rs  is  n o t, how ever, an  in ad v e rte n ce . I t  d e riv es  from  Mama's 
o u trag e o u s , c re e k -c ro ss in g  s ty le  w hich au th o rizes H u rs to n 's  c ritiq u e  of 
ra c is t  an d  c la ss is t va lues inform ing con tem porary  s ta n d a rd s  of b lack  
a u th o rs h ip .
In  th e  c h a p te r  "Books and  T h ings"  H u rs to n 's  n a r ra to r  b eg in s  to  
a d d re s s  th e  epoch of h e r  life as a n  a u th o r . T he b re v ity  of th e  c h a p te r— 
s ix  p ag es in  th e  H a rp e r/P e ren n ia l ed ition—only d isappo in ts  c ritic s  who 
w ish  H urs ton  would s t r u t  h e r  s tu f f  w hen d isc u ss in g  h e r  l i te ra ry  a u th o r­
iza tio n . I in te rp re t  th e  c h a p te r 's  b re v ity  as p u rp o se fu l. B oth n a rra t iv e  
s ty le  an d  con ten t ind ica te  H u rs to n 's  am bivalence in  c e leb ra tin g  h e r  s ta tu s  
a s  a n  a u th o r . In  th is  c h a p te r  sh e  mocks th e  tra p p in g s  an d  conditions of 
"h ig h  a r t"  a t  th e  same time th a t she  d esc rib e s  h e r  a u th o r-iza tio n  in  th is  
a r t  w orld . T he w ord " th in g s"  in  th e  title  iden tifies  and  d e n ig ra te s  th e  
p e rq u is ite s  of a u th o rs h ip , even  as H urston  p ro v id es  a  c lea r p ic tu re  of h e r  
financ ia l d is tre s s  w hich th ese  p e rq u is ite s  re lie v e . T he s igna l u se  of th e  
w ord  occu rs  in  th e  only sen ten ce  in  th e  c h a p te r—p e rh a p s  in  th e  whole 
n a r ra t iv e —w here H urston  lis ts  th e  s ta r tl in g  fa c ts  of h e r  su c ce ss : "B u t I 
h ad  had  five  books accep ted  th e n , been  a  G uggenheim  Fellow tw ice , 
spoken  a t  th re e  book fa ir s ,  w ith all th e  l i te ra ry  g re a ts  of Am erica an d
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some from ab ro ad , and so I was a little  more u sed  to th in g s” (155; my 
em phasis). I t  is  p rec ise ly  the  "th ings" p a r t  of a u th o rsh ip , th e  economic 
and  m aterial dim ension, which H urston  iden tifies w ith w hite m iddle-class 
s ta n d a rd s  of success adopted all too read ily  b y  h e r  b lack  male p e e r s .
H urston  p recedes h e r account of th e  composition of Jonah’s Gourd 
Vine b y  re in fo rc ing  h e r  speak ing  position as o v e r- th e -c re e k  from the  
camp of official "h igh  a r t ."  She n a rra te s  th a t ,  while th e  idea fo r  th is  f i r s t  
book developed in h e r  h ead , she  p u rsu e d  re se a rc h  in  b lack  w o rk -so n g s, 
b lu es , and  sp iritu a ls  and p u t on shows fe a tu rin g  th is  m usic. The 
p roductions w ere not p a rticu la rly  lu c ra tiv e : she  borrow ed money to do 
them and made little  p ro f it. B ut H urston  sa y s , "I am sa tisfied  th a t I 
p ro v ed  my p o in t. I have seen  the  effects of th a t concert in  all Negro 
s in g in g  g roups since [the f i r s t  perform ance]" (152). Sounding som ething 
like S te in , H urston  claims a  p ioneer role in  prom oting a  new a r t  form —new 
to th e  sen ses of th e  "w hite audience" she in tended  to ed u ca te . Her 
p u rp o se , how ever, was not to p lease th is  aud ience b y  g iv ing  them 
som ething canned . Two Negro composers re jec ted  h e r  p roduction  idea "on 
th e  g ro u n d  th a t  w hite audiences would not lis ten  to a n y th in g  b u t h igh ly  
a rra n g e d  sp iritu a ls"  (152). H urston  w anted to p re s e n t  th e  a u th en tic  
music of "u n tra in ed  s in g e rs ,"  su ch  as th a t h ea rd  in  b lack  c h u rc h e s , th u s  
devalu ing  th e  in s titu tio n a l, white (b u t su p p o rted  b y  N egroes) stam p of 
app rova l. Her la te r  comments in  "Two Women," abou t E thel W ater’s 
re s is tan c e  to "concertized versions of sp ir i tu a ls ,"  echoes th is  vote ag a in st 
"com posed," w hite-w orld a r t  (1 7 7 ).28 H urston ’s n a rra to r  su g g e s ts  th a t 
p ro f i ts ,  m eager o r o therw ise, a re  no t th e  rea l rew ard  fo r  th e  uncom posed
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a r t —th e  c u ltu re —of h e r people: ''R a th er I am glad if I have called any  
b eau ty  to th e  a tten tio n  of those who can use  it"  (155).
B ut th e  onse t of the  G reat D epression caused  H urston—and  almost 
everybody  e lse—to obsess abou t m aking money, and  th e  n a rra to r  links 
th is  se a rc h  fo r money—if not p ro f its—w ith H urston 's  need  fo r a 
p u b lish e r 's  au tho riza tion . She w rites , "So I took my n e rv e  in  my hand  
and  decided to t r y  to w rite th e  s to ry  I had been  c a rry in g  a round  in  me" 
(155). The re su lt  was Mules and Men, pub lished  a f te r  Jo n a h , followed by  
h e r  sh o rt s to ry  "The Gilded S ix -B its ."  S to ry  magazine pub lish ed  th e  last 
and  spoke to  p u b lish e rs  on H u rsto n 's  behalf, th e  end re su lt  of which was 
a le t te r  from an  ed ito r a t J .  B . L ippincott Company ask in g  fo r a 
m anuscrip t. H u rs to n , tru e  to  h e r  m aterial, b razen ly  lies: "I w rote him 
and  said  th a t I was w riting  a book. Mind you , not th e  f i r s t  w ord was on 
p a p e r  when I w rote him th a t le tte r"  (153). The "you" in  th e  la t te r  
sen tence  may a d d re ss  a  b lack o r white audience; b u t in  e ith e r  case , 
H u rs to n 's  ir re v e re n c e  fo r th e  w hite m an's v a rie ty  of t r u th  is  again  
exem plified.
More equivocal irrev e re n c e  tow ards th e  o p p o rtu n ity  g ran te d  h e r  b y  
" the  man" follows. A fte r th e  le t te r ,  H urston  moves back  to Eatonville to 
re n t  a  house and  w rite  Jo n ah . N othing abou t th e  co n ten t of th e  novel 
a p p ea rs  in  th e  n a r ra to r 's  descrip tion  of i ts  d ra f tin g . In stead  m onetary 
fac ts  abound . H urston  re n te d  a  tin y  house fo r $1.50 p e r  week; she 
received  50 cen ts  p e r  week from h e r  cousin Willie fo r g ro ce rie s ; she  had  to 
wait fo r  money to  have h e r  m anuscrip t ty p ed ; a  m unicipal judge  and  h is 
se c re ta ry  b o u g h t th e  p a p er and  carbon fo r  the  ty p in g  jo b ; th e  m anuscrip t 
cost $1.83 to mail which H urston  got from a  woman a tto rn e y  who in  tu rn
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"borrow ed" i t  from the  t r e a s u re r  of the  D aughter E lks; H urston  owed 
$18.00 in  back  re n t  a t th e  time sh e  sen t h e r m anuscrip t to h e r  e d ito r; and  
so on. The m aterial conditions of h e r  w riting  th is book w ere o p p ress iv e , 
and  y e t H urston  calls a tten tion  to h e r  lack of money only to u n d e rc u t th e  
im portance of the  au th o r-iza tio n  she receives from h e r  p u b lish e r . On th e  
day th e  w ire of acceptance a r r iv e d , she  was ev ic ted  b y  h e r  land lady  y e t 
w ent out to  the  b u sin ess  d is tr ic t  of Sanford in  Seminole C ounty in  o rd e r  to 
e n te rta in  th e  s tre e ts  w ith a  mobile concert g ro u p . Having been paid  
$25.00 fo r  the  co n ce rt, she  was a t a  shoe s to re  b u y in g  much needed 
footw ear when sh e  opened th e  w ire o ffering  h e r  $200 advance fo r  h e r 
novel. She " to re  ou t of" th e  s to re  and  se n t h e r  re sp o n se , "Term s 
a cc ep ted ,"  back  to L ippincott. She calls h e r  th rill a t th e  moment the  
g re a te s t  she  expec ts  to experience , b u t th en  comments, "You know the  
feeling  when you found yo u r f i r s t  pub ic  h a ir . G rea ter th a n  th a t"  (155).
The joy little  Zora was said  to  have experienced  in  receiv ing  h e r  
c an is te r  of 100 penn ies from th e  two w hite women a t school n ea tly  para lle ls 
th e  ad u lt H u rs to n 's  th r ill  a t  th is  rep riev e  from p o v e rty . And y e t th e  fac t 
of th e  rep rie v e  is p a ssed  over e n tire ly ; in  i ts  place th e  e a r th y  com parison 
of a n a tu ra l g if t , one 's f i r s t  pub ic  h a ir , o ccu rs. The sen tence  following 
th is  com parison is th e  one a lread y  cited  which summarizes H u rs to n 's  
hon o rs; th e  e ffec t of th is  jux taposition  is to  flash  th e  n a rra tiv e  fo rw ard  to 
a  time d is ta n t from  th a t day of eviction when rack in g  up  lite ra ry  honors 
was a  th in g  of ease  to  be minimized. S ubsequen tly , H urston  resum es th e  
folk hum orist p e rsp ec tiv e  launched  in  h e r  pub ic  h a ir  .comparison b y  
exp la in ing  pa in stak in g ly  to  an  implied white audience th a t  th e  accep ting  
ed ito r a t  L ipp inco tt's  is "Colonel" to  h e r ,  in d ica tin g  h e r  re sp e c t fo r  him.
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Ironically , th en , the  p a rag rap h  fin ishes w ith H urston in th e  position of 
doling out th e  meaningful h o n o rs .
While in s is tin g  on h e r need for cash as a  s tru g g lin g  w rite r ,
H urston ultim ately su p p o rts  the  point she makes a t the  end of the  
"R esearch" ch ap te r in  recoun ting  the  s to ry  of Cudjo Lewis, the  oldest 
living native A frican in  America when she met him. She explains th a t 
Lewis's s to ry  forces upon h e r  a  realization of the  profit motive behind  
A frican na tiv es ' sale of rival tribesm en to white tra d e rs  (145). H urston 's 
disparagem ent fo r th e  allu re  of p ro fits  and the  "universal n a tu re  of g reed  
and  glory" which Lewis's n a rra tiv e  dem onstrates helps read ers  of the  
"Books and  Things" ch ap ter u n ders tand  w hy, ju s t when she  might have 
gloried in  h e r  sudden  comparative "w ealth ," H urston reels back a t the  
moment of h e r  au thor-iza tion  and makes the m easure of g lory a pubescen t 
bodily phenomenon. Anecdotes in  earlie r c h ap te rs—such as the  s to ry  of 
h e r  own passive  role in  ousting  a p ro tes tin g  black man from an  all-w hite 
b a rb e r  shop in  W ashington, D .C .—serve  to illuminate H urston 's 
unabashed  aw areness of the  role of se lf-in te re s t in  her h is to ry . But h e r  
doctrine  ch ap te rs  in s is t on h e r  am bivalent, o v e r-th e -c reek  evaluation of 
dollar aw ards to w rite rs  of au then tic  folk a r t  who pu b lish .
Despite its  b rev ity  and ambivalence, the  "Books and Things" 
ch ap ter does posit H urston 's au thor-iza tion  by  the  white and  male lite ra ry  
establishm ent which is requ isite  fo r the  c ritique  of black au tho rsh ip  which 
follows i t .  In  essence , she accounts fo r the  b ir th  of H u rs to n -th e-au th o r 
so as to be  in  position to te a r  a t  th e  roots of h e r  au tho rity  in  the  race 
ideologies of the  time. Indeed , the  v e ry  nex t c h ap te r, "My People! My 
People!" takes as its  sub jec t the  n a rra to r 's  impatience with th e  m andates
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fo r  c o rre c t N egro w ritin g  c u r re n t  in  th e  th ir t ie s  a n d  a f te r .  Since H u rs to n  
w ro te  th e  f i r s t  d ra f t  of th is  c h a p te r  in  1937, we know th a t  sh e  was 
develop ing  h e r  th o u g h ts  on th e  top ic  well b e fo re  sh e  w ent to  C alifo rn ia  in  
1941 an d  b eg an  h e r  a u to b io g rap h y . I t  may b e , th e n , th a t  D ust T rac k s  
m erely  p ro v id ed  H u rsto n  w ith  th e  b e s t  p lace to  r e g is te r  h e r  c ritic ism s of 
w hat sh e  was "su p p o sed "  to  w rite  a s  a  "B lack A u thor"  s ince  th e  fa c t of 
h e r  a u th o rsh ip  was th e  b a s is  fo r  h e r  a u to b io g rap h y .
H u rs to n ’s im patience w ith h av in g  to dem onstra te  "R ace 
C onsciousness" in  h e r  w ritin g  is th e  basic  top ic  of th e  c h a p te r  "My 
People! My People!" b u t i t  is  f i r s t  in tro d u c ed  in  "Books an d  T h in g s ."  
T h e re  th e  n a r r a to r  d e sc rib e s  h e r  a n x ie ty  ab o u t w ritin g  th e  s to ry  sh e  te lls  
in  Jonah  since  i t  "seem ed o ff-k ey "  from  m ainstream  b lack  w ritin g : "from  
w hat I had  re a d  an d  h e a rd , N egroes w ere su p p o sed  to  w rite  ab o u t th e  
Race Problem " (151). T h en  sh e  m akes one of h e r  c h a ra c te r is tic a lly  
o u trag e o u s  s ta te m e n ts : "I was an d  am th o ro u g h ly  s ic k  of th e  su b jec t"
(151). T he  accu sa tio n s of b e tra y a l to  h e r  rac e  heaped  u p o n  H u rs to n  a s  a  
consequence  of s ta tem en ts  like th is  one su g g e s t more th a n  th e  te r r i f ic  
se n s it iv ity  of " th e  su b jec t"  am ongst b lack  a r t i s t s  an d  th in k e r s . T h is 
a b u se  a lso  conveys th e  a t ta c k e rs ' b lin d n e ss  to  th e  b re a d th  of H u rs to n 's  
c r itiq u e  of rac e  po litics in form ing  an d  in te ra c tin g  w ith  b lack  w ritin g .
Nick A aron F o rd , fo r  in s ta n c e , who accu sed  H u rs to n  of "lack  of v ision" 
an d  "loyalty" to  h e r  people  fo r  re in fo rc in g  th e  "p re v a le n t d o c tr in e  of ra c e  
in fe r io r i ty ,"  rev e a ls  th e  in se c u ritie s  u n d e rly in g  h is  c r itiq u e  of H u rs to n 's  
w ritin g  w hen he  p ro p o ses th a t  b lack  w rite rs  w rite  ab o u t a  b lack  m an's 
"norm al a c tiv itie s  a s  a n  o rd in a ry  A m erican c itizen" (1 0 ). S u sp ec tin g  
H u rs to n  of re p re s e n tin g  b lack  c u ltu re  " a t  i ts  w o rs t,"  F o rd  fa n ta s iz e s  a
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sa fe , co lo rless, homogeneous vision of b lack  (male) life th a t ,  ev idenced  in  
a r t ,  would p ro v e  b lack s ' hum anity . H urston  re je c ts  su ch  p re sc r ip tiv e  
w ritin g  as well as th e  race  ideology behind  i t . In  so doing  sh e  a n tic ip a te s  
H enry  Louis G a tes 's  c ritiq u e  in  F igu res in  Black of th e  "received  idea" 
th a t th e re  was a  re la tionsh ip  betw een rac ia l p ro g re s s  an d  a r t  an d  th a t 
b lacks had  to  w rite  them selves in to  th e  "hum an community" (x x i i i ) . The 
a u th o r of D ust T rack s  not only assum es th e  hum anity of all b la c k s , b u t 
dec la res th e  in h e re n t fa ls ity  and  classism  of th e  p re sc r ip tio n s  fo r  b lack  
w ritin g  in  h e r  day .
H u rsto n  qu estio n s th e  ways th a t d iffe ren ce—betw een ra c e s , 
be tw een  se x e s , and  am ongst b lack s—is  p e rce iv ed  su c h  th a t "race" can 
fu n c tio n  as a ca teg o ry  of g rou p -d efin itio n  and  lite ra ry  defin ition . In  
"Books and  T h ings" sh e  re jec ts  th e  naturalism  u n d e rly in g  rac ia l 
genera liza tions w hen she  sa y s : " It seem ed to  me th a t  th e  hum an b e in g s  I 
met re a c te d  p r e t ty  much th e  same to  th e  same stim uli. D ifferen t idiom s, 
y e s . C ircum stances an d  conditions hav ing  pow er to in flu en ce , y e s . 
In h e re n t d iffe ren ce , no" (151). With th ese  comments H u rs to n  re fu te s  
w hat Kwame A nthony A ppiah calls "rac ialism ": th e  n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  
idea th a t  " th e re  a re  h e ritab le  c h a ra c te r is tic s , p o ssessed  b y  m em bers of 
o u r sp e c ie s , w hich allow u s to d ivide them  in to  a small s e t  of ra c e s  in  su c h  
a way th a t  all th e  members of th ese  races  sh a re  c e r ta in  t r a i ts  an d  
tendenc ies w ith each o th e r  th a t th e y  do not sh a re  w ith members o f any  
o th e r  race" (4 4 ). H urston  does n o t, how ever, be lab o r h e r  den ial of rac ia l 
e s se n c e . In s te a d  sh e  tu r n s  h e r  a tten tio n  to  w hat A ppiah term s " in tr in s ic  
r a c is ts " : "people who d iffe ren tia te  morally betw een members of d iffe re n t 
r a c e s , because  th e y  believe th a t each race  has a d iffe re n t moral s t a tu s ,
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qu ite  independent of the moral charac te ristics entailed  b y  its  racial 
essence" (45). Appiah contends th a t in trin sic  racism  explains bo th  the  
phenomenon of racial p rejudice against members of ano ther g roup  and  the  
phenomenon of racial so lidarity  amongst the  members of one 's own g roup . 
"The b a re  fa c t,"  Appiah explains, "of being  of the  same race is  a  reason  
fo r p re fe rr in g  one person  to another" (45).
H urston underm ines the  in trin sic  racism behind  m andates of Racial 
Solidarity  in  h e r  chap ter "My People!" b u t she does so , ingeniously , by  
exam ining the  d ifferences blacks them selves m anifest and  call a tten tion  to 
among them selves. She beg ins the ch ap ter sa tiriz in g  th e  d ifferences 
blacks perceive amongst them selves a t the  level of c la ss . The title  
p h ra se , in  fac t, "My people! My people!" is  the  o ft-re p e a te d , scornfu l 
response  "one class of Negro" makes to "the  doings of an o th e r b ran ch  of 
the  b ro th e r  in  black" (157). Those who murmur it  by  way of 
d is tingu ish ing  them selves from th e ir  em barrassing  sk in -fo lks receive the  
b ru n t of H urston 's w it.29 One might a rgue  th a t H urston 's  deep 
ambivalence about h e r  own acquired  m anners, education , and d re ss  
underlies  h e r  disdain fo r the  "well-m annered" o r "w ell-bred" o r "well- 
d re sse d  N egro ." B ut these  trap p in g s a re  not th e  focus of h e r  rep roach ; 
ra th e r ,  th e  b e a re rs ' race-conscious classism is . More p rec ise ly , it  is the  
borrow ed vision of m iddle-class white America th a t H urston sc o rn s , 
de rid ing  " the  w ell-bred Negro" fo r hav ing  "se t himself to m easure up  to 
what he th inks of as the  white s tan d a rd  of living" (157-158). Having 
"conformed" to th is  s tan d ard  of liv ing , the  w ell-bred  Negro whom she  
dep ic ts shuns "the lowlier members of h is race" fo r " tea rin g  down what he 
is  try in g  to build  up" (158). The d istinction  betw een "upper"  and
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"low er” c lass made b y  blacks them selves is  a t once affirm ed as e x is tin g  
and  c ritiq u ed  b y  H u rs to n .30 She sa tirizes  the  lines of cu ltu re  th a t the  
u p p e r-c la ss  b lacks draw  aro u n d  th e ir  ran k s  because she  sees how a r i f t  in  
race  iden tification  a tte n d s  a sh ift in class iden tification .
T he closest th e  n a rra to r  comes to a lign ing  h e rse lf  w ith anyone in  
th is  c h ap te r on race  d iscourse  occurs when H urston  considers th e  v erb a l 
d ifferences d isp layed  b y  b lacks of d ifference c la sse s . H urston  endows 
th o se  u p p e r-c la ss  blacks g roan ing  ”My people! My p eo p le !” w ith little  
e lse to say  w hen th e y  a re  confronted  b y  th e ir  low er-class b ro th e rs  and 
th e ir  s to ry te llin g  sk il ls .31 S tag ing  a hypo thetica l v e rb a l duel betw een an  
u p p e r-c la ss  b lack  and  a  low er-class b lack , H urston  cham pions th e  la t te r ,  
p u n n in g  on th e  w ord "class" to mean bo th  economic s ta tu s  and  level of 
v e rb a l facility :
The educated  N egro may know all abou t d iffe ren tia l calculus and  the  
th eo ry  of evolu tion , b u t he is f ig h tin g  en tire ly  out of h is class when 
he tr ie s  to  quip  w ith the  u n d e rp riv ileg ed . T he bookless may have 
d ifficu lty  in  read in g  a  p a ra g rap h  in a  new spaper, b u t  w hen th ey  
g e t down to ’p lay ing  the  dozens' th ey  have no equal in  Am erica, 
a n d , I 'd  r isk  a  sizable b e t, in th e  whole world (158; my em p h asis).
A lthough illite racy  am ongst b lacks concerned  H urston—h e r  equivalence of
th e  "u n d erp riv ileg ed ” an d  th e  "bookless" shows h e r  aw areness of
lite ra c y 's  pow er—she n ev erth e le ss  a ss ig n s  suprem e value to  th e  pow er of
"ly ing" o r s to ry te llin g  th a t the  "bookless" p o s s e s s . H er p rev io u s w ork 's
focus on th e  "s ign ify in" ' p rac tices  of ru ra l  b lacks p re p a re s  th e  D ust
T rack s re a d e r  fo r  h e r  s id ing  w ith these  folks (see  G ates, S ign ify ing  170-
216). B ut th is  p a rtisan sh ip  has a special significance in  D ust T ra c k s '
c ritiq u e  of b lack  a u th o rsh ip . Here H urston  r isk s  eclipsing  th e  l ite ra ry
(book) dimension of h e r  own w riting  in  o rd e r  to accen t th e  fundam ental
im portance of o ral s to ry -te llin g —folklore—to th e  transm ission  of c u ltu re .
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In  tu rn ,  th e  low er-classes' u n d ers tan d in g  of race  th ro u g h  the  "lies” th ey  
tell one ano ther se rv es  h e r  argum ent against in trin sic  racism . The 
u p p e r-c la ss  blacks e r r  in  h e r view by  accep ting  the  racial aw areness and 
s ta n d a rd s  of th e ir  white com patriots, while th e  low errclass b lacks 
dem onstrate  the  construc tedness of racial ideology in  th e ir  p a ten t 
m ythologizing of race d iffe ren ces .
But H urston does not confront the  construction  of "race" from one 
side of the  creek  only. Several pages into the  ch ap ter she sa tirizes the  
in trin s ic  racism m anifest in the  tendency of the  lower classes to tell 
s to rie s  which mockingly rep re se n t b lacks' social in fe rio rity  a t the  same 
time th a t they  extol b lacks' su p erio r v irtu es  and achievem ents. The 1937 
version  of "My people!" in  fac t is comprised almost wholly of s to ries  th a t 
ru ra l  b lack folks tell about them selves, which H urston m arshals to explain 
to the  implied white inqu isito r of race d ifference w hat a  b lack person  i s .
In  th e  pub lished  version  of th is  ch ap te r, whose implied audience is 
racially  m ixed, H urston  includes only severa l choice "monkey sto ries"  in  
which b lack  folks tell s to ries  about them selves th a t re p re se n t th e ir  
mimicry of w hites and  the  inanities th a t ensue from these  im itations. 
H urston  emphasizes the  humor in tended b y  these  s to ries : "This always 
w as, and  is s till, good fo r a  raucous b u rs t  of la u g h te r ,"  she says about 
one (165). But she  depicts h e r  own reaction as one of bemusem ent and 
"confusion ," rec rea tin g  h e r  viewpoint as a g irl who had  taken  seriously  
th e  m essages of "Race Pride" and  "Race Solidarity" she heard  a t  ch u rch  
functions and school g rad u a tio n s . What to make of the  g ro u p -d ep reca tin g  
monkey sto ries  told continually on the porch  fron t?  "I was ask in g  m yself
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q u e s t io n s ,” sh e  s a y s , an d  in  so do ing , iso la tin g  h e r  p e rsp e c tiv e  from  h e r  
n a ta l com m unity.
T he p a r t ic u la r  iso lation  of h e r  wom an's p e rsp e c tiv e  is  ev id en ced  in  
th e  a c u te  se n s itiv ity  of H u rs to n 's  n a r ra to r  to  th e  s to r ie s  b lack  m enfolk te ll 
w hich malign th e  "b lac k es t” women, " th e  b u t t  of all jokes" (164). 
A n tic ip a tin g  b y  some th i r ty  y e a rs  Alice W alker's e ssa y  on colorism  in  b lack  
com m unities ( In  S earch  290-312), H u rs to n  re c o u n ts  se v e ra l s to r ie s  in  
m en 's voices w hich them atize th e  "evil" of "b lack  g a ls"  (164). H er 
p u rp o se  is  to  challenge th e  in tr in s ic  racism  in  th e  s to r ie s ' logic: " I f  i t  was 
so honorab le  a n d  g lorious to b e  b lac k , w hy was it  th e  ye llow -sk inned  
people  am ong u s  h ad  so much p re s tig e ? "  (165) In  th is  w ay , H u rs to n  
avo id s s id in g  w ith  th e  s to ry te lle rs  of th e  lower c la sse s  w hose sexism  is  
b u t tr e s s e d  b y  sk in -c o lo r p re ju d ic e . H ere sh e  w ithd raw s h e r  e a r l ie r ,  ta c it 
s u p p o r t  fo r  th e  s to ry te l le r s ,  becom ing th e  ta le -a n a ly s t w o rk ing  th ro u g h  
th e  ideological ram ifications of th e  "lies" sh e  h e a r s .32 T he 
se x is t /c o lo r is t  lies sh e  re p o r ts  in  "My People!" th u s  in s is t  on th e  p o in t 
made above: th a t  H u rs to n  view s " race"  as a  c o n s tru c te d  ideo logy , a  m eans 
fo r  g ro u p  id en tifica tio n  an d  d iffe ren tia tio n  accom plished b y  s to r ie s ,  i . e . , 
" l ie s ."  T he su b je c t she  is  "s ick  of" is  no t th e  s to ry te ll in g , w hich 
d ram atizes th e  d raw ing  of in te r -  an d  in tra - ra c ia l  l in e s , b u t  r a th e r  th e  
deploym ent of "race"  a s  a  re a lity  a p a r t  from  th e  "lies" a n d  c u ltu re s  th a t  
sh a p e  i t  a s  a n  id ea .
C o n stan tly  c ro ss in g  e v e ry  "line" on w hich d iffe ren c e  is  c re a te d , 
b o th  to  show th e  d iffe ren ces  an d  to  d e b u n k  them  as  f ic t io n s , H u rs to n  
ag a in  p ro v e s  h e rs e lf  Mama's ch ild—w ith  th is  d iffe re n c e . As sh e  assem bles 
th e  d iv is ions of rac e  (an d  th e  s to r ie s  th a t  them atize  them ) th a t  p re c lu d e  a
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m eaningful rh e to r ic  o f Race S o lidarity  and  P r id e , H u rs to n  no t only
c ro sse s  c re e k s , like h e r  m other, b u t  dem olishes them . T he clim actic
den ia l o f ra c e  a s  a  phenom enal re a lity  in  th e  conclusions of b o th  v e rs io n s
of "My P eop le!" b e s t  dem onstra tes th is  p o in t. In  th e  1937 v e rs io n
H u rs to n  sum m arily an n o u n ces , "We a re  no race"  (224). In  th e  1942
v e rs io n  sh e  e la b o ra te s :
S till, if  you have  received  no c lear c u t im pression  of w hat th e  N egro 
in  Am erica is  like , th e n  you a re  in  th e  same p lace  w ith  me. T h e re  is  
no T he  N egro h e re . O ur lives a re  so d iv e rs if ie d , in te rn a l  a tt i tu d e s  
so  v a r ie d , ap p ea ran ces  an d  capab ilities so d if fe re n t ,  th a t  th e re  is  
no po ssib le  c lassifica tion  so catholic  th a t  i t  will co v er u s  a ll , e x ce p t 
My People! My people! (172; H u rs to n 's  e m p h a s is ) .
As d iffe ren ce  ( ra c e , g e n d e r , an d  c lass) becom es a  fu n c tio n  of f ic tio n s ,
th e  locus o f H u rs to n ’s  id e n tity  w ith in  th e  b lack  fo lk  comm unity becom es
d e s ta b iliz e d , in  c o n tra s t  to  h e r  mother?s so lid ly  b lack  fo lk  p o sitio n .
H u rs to n  com plains th a t  th e  " b e tte r - th in k in g "  b lack s p o s in g  a s  Race
Cham pions "d rew  color lines w ith in  th e  race"  e v en  a s  th e y  re je c te d  "a n y
d e fin ite ly  N egroid  th in g "  (169; H u rs to n 's  em p h asis). T h e ir  h y p o c ritic a l
p ositio n  is  th e  m irro r- re v e rse  of h e r  own: she  will no t p o se  a s  a  Race
Cham pion b u t  sh e  does ce leb ra te  in  h e r  w ritin g  th e  "d e fin ite ly  N egro id"
c u ltu re  of th e  r u r a l  Am erican S o u th . B u t H u rs to n 's  rh e to r ic  a g a in s t th e
p ie tie s  o f b lack  a u th o rsh ip  r isk s  m aking th e  c a teg o ry  o f "d e fin ite ly
N egro id" th in g s  unm ean ingfu l. By ex p o sin g  th e  p ro c e ss  b y  w hich " race"
is  fic tiona lly  c o n s tru c te d , sh e  e ra d ica te s  a  de fin ition  of r a c e ,  a lth o u g h
sh e  h e rs e lf  t r ie s  to  hold onto some in d efin ite  idea  of i t .
A n o th e r ap p ro ach  to th is  rh e to ric a l problem  is  to  recogn ize  th a t
H u rs to n 's  s t r a te g y  a g a in s t h e r  male p e e rs ' d r iv e  to  define  N egro a r t ,  a s
w itn essed  in  th e ir  m anifestoes an d  l i te ra ry  c ritic ism , is  to  launch  a
cam paign a g a in s t d e fin itio n . H er cam paign con ta ins echoes of
ind iv idualism , u s in g  some of th e  same te rm s, b u t i t  does no t fu lly  
disavow —as H urston  will n o t—some deg ree  of g roup  c o n sc io u sn ess . I t  is 
th e  "N egro way of say ing" th a t  defines th e  b lack  com m unity, an d  not th e  
o th e r  way a ro u n d . H u rs to n 's  ind iv idua listic  rem arks a t th e  end  of "My 
P eople!" u rg e  th e  r ig h t  fo r  se lf-defin ition  am ongst b lack s—as well as  th e  
r ig h t  n o t to  be defined , especially  b y  som ebody's idea  of social o r  political 
c o rre c tn e s s . She re je c ts  th e  " p a r ty  line"—and  th e  lines w hich th a t  p a r ty  
d raw s w ith  rac ia l c liches—in  fav o r of view ing people "duck  b y  duck" 
(171). What happens to b lack s , she  sa y s , "is u p  to  th e  ind iv idual"  (172). 
The v ision  of social change which she  advances in  th is  c h a p te r  th u s  seems 
to  h inge  on ind iv idual m otivation . While ed ito ria l cen so rsh ip  p ro b ab ly  
p rec lu d ed  th e  p o ss ib ility  of calling fo r more program m atic c h an g e , su ch  
ca lls , b y  p re su p p o s in g  th e  ex is tence  of biological race  ( i . e . , no t 
c o n s tru c te d ) , would no t have se rv ed  H u rs to n 's  rh e to rica l p u rp o se s  h e re . 
She was en d eav o rin g  to  e n su re  h e r  r ig h t  to be  an d  w rite  d if fe re n tly  a s  a 
b lack  woman, and  a sm a tte rin g  of individualism  was g u a ra n tee d  to  w ork a s  
an  an tid o te  to c o n stra in in g  g roup  po litics .
In  an y  e v e n t , i t  is  c lear th a t in  th is  c h a p te r—an d  in  o th e r  p laces 
w here  no tions of th e  B lack E xperience in te rse c t  w ith h e r  con sid era tio n  of 
h e r  w ritin g —H u rs to n 's  a p p a re n t individualism  is p u rp o se fu lly  
e x a g g e ra te d . In  th e  f i r s t  p lace , th e  ea rly  c h a p te rs ' in s is ten c e  upon  h e r  
m aternal iden tifica tion  a s  Mama's child  causes h e r  autonom y to s ig n ify  also 
h e r  a ttachm en t to a n o th e r . In  ad d itio n , th ro u g h o u t th e  te x t H u rsto n  
openly  acknow ledges h e r  fee ling  of d eb t to o th e rs  fo r  hav in g  he lped  h e r — 
"m erely" a n  ind iv idual w ith  dubious autonom y—on h e r  ro a d . A nd she  
em phasizes in  more th a n  one place th e  value she  p laces on f r ie n d s h ip . As
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she say s  a t  the  close of "Two Women," the  chap ter following and th u s  
qualify ing  "My People!1':  " It seems to me th a t try in g  to live w ithout 
frien d s is like milking a bear to get cream fo r your m orning coffee . I t  is a 
whole lot of tro u b le , and  th en  not w orth much a fte r  you get it"  (180).
In  "My People" H urston 's role as a  c ro ss-c reek  w rite r necessita tes 
th a t she  accen t the  autonomy of individual destiny  in o rd e r to combat an 
ideology compromising what autonomy she believes individual a r t is ts  
should have . The rea lity  of th a t ideology she tu rn s  im agistically into a ir : 
the  definers were "pacing a  cage th a t w asn 't there"  (170). Here the  
im aginary cage constitu tes a new image in  h e r  rep e rto ire  of images th a t 
she  u se s  to  tra n s g re s s  boundaries and  say  the  "ou trageous."  The cage 
s tan d s in  antonym ous relation  to the  im aginary line of the  horizon— 
H urston 's favored  image both  in th is book and  in  T heir Eyes—th a t 
symbolizes the  undefined  s ta tu s  of d estin y , always y e t to be reached  by  
th e  seek ing  indiv idual. In b rie f , H urston su g g ests  th a t the  "race" she 
knows has not even  begun to reach  its  horizon, since th e  people she  
know s, includ ing  h e rse lf, a re  still individually im agining th e ir  own. Her 
v e ry  re luctance  to define a  un ified , consisten t self in Dust T racks 
ind ica tes, not ju s t h e r  defensive stance before  h e r  pub lic , as Ju d ith  
Robey contends (677), b u t a deep conviction th a t se lf-au tho rization  is 
always p rov isional, a  function  of s to ry .33
The final two chap ters  of D ust T racks implicitly continue H u rsto n 's  
accen t on a  w rite r 's  autonomy and se lf-defin ing  p re ro g a tiv e  b y  developing 
th e  theme of h e r  w ork 's prim ary  place in h e r  life . In  th e  ch ap te r on 
"Love," following "Two Women," H urston  focuses as much on h e r  
commitment to  h e r  w riting  as on h e r  re la tionsh ip s. Whereas in  the  ch ap te r
"My People!" she balks the group expectations of white and  b lack men who
would re s tr ic t  h e r  w riting , in  "Love" she w rites against the  re s tric tio n s
th a t h e r  lo v er 's  self-proclaim ed m asculinity would make on h e r  freedom  to
w ork. The issue  here  is  not what she w rites b u t w hether she w rites .
Im portan tly , she rep re se n ts  the  ascendance of work over love
considerations: "He begged me to give up my ca ree r, m arry  him and live
outside  of New York C ity. I really  wanted to do any th ing  he w anted me to
do, b u t th a t one th in g  I could not do. I t  was not ju s t  my con trac t w ith my
p u b lish e rs , it was tha t I had th ings clawing inside of me th a t m ust be
said" (186). Explaining tha t h e r  own in te rnal im peratives, and not those
of a con trac t with white men, control h e r decision, H urston  again  shows
h e rse lf  "con tra ry"  tow ards contem porary white ideologies of fem ininity:
specifically , with resp ec t to the  devaluation of the  professional befo re  the
personal. And in the  concluding ch ap te r, "Looking T hings O v er,"
H urston  rep e a ts  th is  engagem ent to w ork, reflective  of h e r  autonom y. At
the  n a rra tiv e 's  end , H urston 's single unquestioned affirm ation is h e r
desire  fo r a  fu tu re
full of w ork, because I have come to know b y  experience th a t work 
is  the  n eares t th in g  to happiness th a t I can f in d . No m atter what 
else I have among th e  th ings th a t humans w ant, I go to pieces in  a  
sh o rt while if I do not w ork. What all my work shall b e , I do n 't 
know th a t e ith e r , every  hour being  a  s tra n g e r  to you u n til you live 
i t .  I w ant a  b u sy  life, a  ju s t  mind and a timely death  (208).
With these  rem arks, H urston sounds v e ry  n ear to de B eauvoir in  p riz in g
w ork above all else in  h e r  life .
D ust T ra c k s , how ever, helps explain why in  h e r  final y e a rs ,
H urston 's  p rincipal work entailed not w riting b u t su rv iv a l, cleaning
o th e rs ' houses and  re tu rn in g  to th a t p re-au tho riza tion  epoch of odd jobs.
T here  is  no reason  to su spec t th a t th e  exercise  of her/M am a's voice ev er
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became un im portan t to h e r ,  since sh e  k e p t w riting  in  sn a tch e s  th ro u g h  
th e  f if tie s . B u t th e  c ris is  of aud ience out of w hich she  sp u n  h e r  c ritiq u e  
of a u th o rsh ip  in  D ust T rack s  p u t  H urston  in  an  iso la ted  position  in  
re la tion  to  th e  b lack  (male) l ite ra ry  community and  won h e r  sh o rt- liv e d  
accep tance  from  th e  w hite one , of dubious value to h e r  a n y w a y .34 
S peak ing  a g a in s t and  ac ro ss  m yriad lines se p a ra tin g  sp eak in g  positions in  
su b seq u e n t e s sa y s , H urston  n e v e r would undo h e r  d is tan ce  from 
m ainstream  c u ltu re —black  and  w hite—contro lling  a r t is t ic  p ro d u c tio n . At 
th e  time of h e r  d ea th  in  1961 she  was w ritin g  in  iso la tion , uncanon ized—an  
eerie  fulfillm ent of h e r  comments following h e r  va lo riza tion  of w ork : "When 
I g e t o ld , and  my jo in ts  and  bones te ll me abou t i t ,  I can s it  a ro u n d  and  
w rite  fo r  m yself, if  fo r  nobody else . . ."  (209).
I l l  Conclusion
Alice W alker has called optimism H u rs to n 's  s ig n a tu re  t r a i t  (Wilson 
4 4 ). D espite  th e  en d  i t  s ig h ts , D ust T rack s  conveys H u rs to n 's  optimism 
b o th  abou t th e  view of " race” she  a rg u e s  fo r  and  abou t th e  k in d  of 
a u th o riza tio n —p erso n a l and  l i te ra ry —she a d v o c a te s . I t  is  ju s tifiab le  to 
qualify  H u rs to n 's  ex p re ss io n  of unem bitte red  optimism b y  calling  i t  one of 
h e r  many re a d e r-d e fy in g  m asks, as Ju d ith  Robey and  o th e rs  do (678). 
Given th e  anonym ity  H urston  fell in to  sh o rtly  a f te r  w ritin g  h e r  
au th o b io g rap h y , h in d s ig h t can make h e r  optimism seem like a  failed  a c t .  
A nd no one lov ing  h e r  w ritin g  now would ce leb ra te  th e  p o v e rty  th a t  
succeeded  th e  halcyon days of h e r  p u b lish in g  c a re e r . B u t H u rs to n 's  
o rn e ry  optimism—p e rh a p s  an o th e r way of say in g  " p ro te s tin g  a ffirm ation ,"  
d iscu ssed  e a r lie r—p ro b ab ly  lies a t th e  h e a r t  of h e r  " red isco v ery "  and
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c u rre n t canonization. One m isses th e  rh e to rica l sign ificance  of H u rs to n ’s 
b o ld n ess , b e fo re  h e r  b lack  and  w hite male au d ien ce , b y  ig n o rin g  o r 
exp la in ing  away th e  optimism sh e  summoned in  re s u r re c tin g  Mama's g h o st 
in D ust T ra c k s .
In  e x e rc is in g  h e r  m o ther's  voice to exo rc ise  th e  g h o st of 
n in e te e n th -c e n tu ry  race  ideology from lite ra ry  d isc o u rse , H u rsto n  o ffe rs  
an  optim istic view of a  w orld of changed  l i te ra ry  p o litics . She does n o t, 
as R obert Hemenway p o in ts  o u t, p rov ide  re a d e rs  w ith a  political agenda  
(334). H u rs to n  does no t m editate revo lu tion , su c h  a s  one fin d s  in  Wole 
Soy inka 's  A ke: T he Y ears of C hildhood, w hich re p re s e n ts  th e  double 
m aturation  of a r tis t ic  an d  political consciousness as y o u n g  Soyinka 
w itnesses th e  women's u p ris in g  in  h is N igerian hometown. H ow ever, much 
of h e r  u n p u b lish ed  c h a p te r  "Seeing th e  World As I t  Is" vehem ently  
c ritiq u e s  th e  political s itu a tio n  of th e  World War II y e a rs  d u r in g  w hich sh e  
w rote D ust T ra c k s . O bviously  too ho t fo r h e r  e d ito rs , th is  e ssa y  ta rg e ts  
th e  p e rs is te n t  colonialist fo re ign  policies of w este rn  co u n tries  th e n  a t  w ar 
as well a s th e  shortcom ings of dem ocracy in  R oosevelt's  Am erica. A gainst 
B lyden Ja ck so n 's  view th a t H urston  "was no social v is io n a ry '' I would 
su g g e s t th a t  h e r  v e ry  mode of th in k in g  th ro u g h o u t D ust T rac k s  w as—an d  
con tinues to  b e —p ro found ly  v is ionary  (153). T h in k in g  a c ro ss  social and  
ideological c re e k s , she  d e co n s tru c ts  th e  basis  fo r  pow er s t ru c tu re s  
se p a ra tin g  people unequally  on th e  b asis  of co lo r, c la ss , an d  g e n d e r 
d iffe ren c e s . T hough  h e r  p resc ien ce  was labeled m erely  "conserva tive"  in  
h e r  tim e, h e r  au th o b io g rap h y  o ffers  an  a lte rn a tiv e  to  trad itio n a l Am erican 
race  ideology w hich still looks rad ica l in  th e  con tex t of Am erican po litics 
in  th e  n in e tie s , since e rad ica tin g  race  as an  a p r io r i  condition of
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d iffe rence  con tinues to be  th e  u top ian  goal tow ard w hich Am erican social 
policy te n d s . In  m aking race  ju s t  one of many s to r ie s  of d iffe ren c e , 
H urston  p u t h e r  f in g e r on a  fundam ental dilemma of p e rcep tio n  and  social 
defin ition  th a t  has con tinu ing  relevance  today—seeing  and  sim ultaneously  
e rad ica tin g  rac ia l d is tin c tio n s—as u n iv e rs itie s  coord inate  Black S tu d ies  
p rog ram s and  as th e  U nited S ta tes a s  a whole d eb a tes  th e  d e s tin y  of 
A ffirm ative A ction p ro g ra m s.
In  one c o n tra ry  a c t of au to b io g rap h y , H urston  co u n te rs  th e  b lack  
(male) au tob iog raph ica l trad itio n  and  th e  b lack  male l ite ra ry  tra d itio n .
T he tra d itio n  of A fro-A m erican au to b io g rap h y , theo rized  as b eg in n in g  
w ith n a rra tiv e s  of fo rm er slaves who w rote them selves in to  A m erican 
p e rso n h o o d , g ro u n d s th e  A fro-A m erican lite ra ry  tra d itio n  in  w hich th e  
p ro g re s s  of a b lack  se lf re p re se n ts  th e  political p ro g re s s  of th e  A fro - 
Am erican g ro u p . Codified b y  S tephen  B u tte rf ie ld , William A ndrew s,
James O lney , an d  o th e rs , th e  A fro-A m erican trad itio n  of au to b io g rap h y  
is ,  a s  O lney adm its , "exclusively  male" (21 ). B u t so , too , have  b een  its  
co d ifie rs , u n til  a  v e ry  sh o r t  time a g o .35 Olney su g g e s ts  th e  e x is ten ce  of 
a n o th e r , female A fro-A m erican au tob iog raphy  an d  lite ra ry  tra d itio n  whose 
u n ify in g  them e is  no t " ra c e ” b u t  se x , and  h is exam ple is  H u rs to n ’s T h e ir  
Eyes Were W atching God, an o th e r signal in stan ce  of th e  nove l's  
displacem ent of th e  au to b io g rap h y . H u rs to n 's  D ust T ra c k s , how ever, 
occupies its e lf  w ith race  is s u e s , not sexual re la tio n sh ip s , and  its  p o in t in  
doing  so is  w hat makes i t  so re lev an t to  th e  m asculine tra d itio n . I t ,  an d  
no t T h e ir  E y es , is  th e  b e s t example of b lack  Am erican women's 
au to b io g rap h y  and  w ritin g  in  i ts  co u n te rtrad itio n a l m ethod a n d  th em es: 
in ten siv e ly  a rg u in g  a c ro ss  and  beyond se t p a ram eters  o f d iffe ren ce  to
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dislocate  a  trad itio n  th a t  makes param ount th e  "ties and  resp o n sib ilitie s"  
of th e  b lack  se lf  to one configu ra tion  of th e  b lack  race  (B u tte rfie ld  3 ) .
T o d ay 's  l ite ra ry  w orld b eg in s to  welcome th e  c o n tra rin e ss  of b lack  
women w rite rs  who " ta lk  b a c k ,"  as Bell Hooks say s and  d o es , a n d  who 
re s e rv e  th e  r ig h t  to  a sk  questions a d d re ss in g  problem s w ith in  th e  b lack  
comm unity. T hey  may, like D eborah McDowell, s till  ca ta lyze  accusa tions 
of race  b e tra y a l in  a m anner no t d issim ilar to H u rs to n 's , b u t  th e n  th e re  
a re  many p u b lish in g  b lack  women now who su p p o rt one a n o th e r 's  womanist 
b ack ta lk . Today a  Toni M orrison can ju s t ify  h e r  re ticen ce  to  p e rso n a l 
d isc lo su re  b y  say in g : "T here  is a  conflict betw een p u b lic  and  p r iv a te  life , 
and  i t 's  a conflict th a t  I th in k  ou g h t to rem ain a  conflic t. Not a  problem , 
ju s t  a  conflict (341). She can go even  fu r th e r  and  p ro p o se  th a t  th e  "look 
a t me" v a r ie ty  of b lack  au to b io g rap h y  abou t th e  so lita ry  th o u g h  
re p re se n ta tiv e  in d iv id u a l, is  "inimical" to  some of th e  c h a ra c te r is tic s  of 
B lack a r t is t ic  ex p re ss io n  (340). B ut th e n  today  b lack  women w rite rs  hav e  
a  re a d e rsh ip  of men and  women who have p assed  th ro u g h  an d  beyond  th e  
h ead y  decades of Black A estheticism  re p re se n tin g  th e  univocal B lack 
E x p erien ce . Today a b lack  woman w rite r  can  make a  liv ing  w ritin g  b o o k s , 
no t ju s t  th a t sh e  w ants to  w rite , b u t  w hich sh e  and  o th e rs  like to  re a d .
She can  be  a  Zora Neale H u rs to n , w ritin g  a g a in s t c lass and  color lin e s , 
w ritin g  in  se a rc h  of h e r  m o ther's  g a rd e n , w ritin g  in  ce leb ra tion  of Hoodoo 
m ysticism —and  sh e  can do more th a n  make a  liv ing . She may rece iv e  
national aw ard s , e n te r  th e  canon of m u st-rea d s  in  u n iv e rs ity  c lassroom s, 
and  b e  au th o rized  b y  p u b lish e rs  an d  re a d e rs  a like  to  keep  w ritin g  h e r  
c o n tra ry , co u n te rtra d itio n a l n a rra t iv e s  an d  p o e try .36
In  a se n se , th e  c ris is  of aud ience  fu e lin g  H u rs to n 's  c ritiq u e  of 
audience h is to ric izes  h e r  a u th o b io g rap h y . B u t th e  im portance of i ts  
c ritiq u e  of p ro ce sse s  of au th o riza tio n  canno t y e t be  re le g a ted  to  h is to ry . 
H urston  w rote h e rse lf  ou t of th e  canon of l i te ra tu re  fo r  se v e ra l d ecad es , 
an d  u n iv e rs ity  c ritic s  adm itting  h e r  now would do well to  see th a t  fa c t a s  
more th a n  a  tra g ic  inc iden ta l of h e r  p e rso n a l h is to ry . Like h e r  own 
re p re se n ta tio n  of Mama, H urs ton  "was th e  one to  d a re  all" in  D ust T ra c k s , 
to  question  th e  c rea tio n  of a  canon based  on s to rie s  of rac e  a n d  to in s is t  
on h e r  o u ts id e r  s ta tu s  in th is  fie ld  of d iffe ren ce . As B a rb a ra  Johnson  
sa y s , sh e  "can  be  read  no t ju s t  as an  exam ple of th e  'noncanonical' w rite r  
b u t  as a  com m entator on th e  dynam ics o f a n y  en co u n te r betw een an  inside  
an d  an  o u ts id e , an y  a ttem pt to make a sta tem en t abou t d iffe rence"  (279; 
Jo h n so n 's  em phasis) . T rac in g  H u rs to n 's  re s u rre c tio n  of Mama an d  th e ir  
jo in t c ro ss in g  of c re ek s  w hich c o n s tr ic t th e ir  sp h e re  of ac tio n , th e  re a d e r  
of D ust T rac k s  e a rn s  a  double look a t  H urs ton  th e  a u th o r—in sid e  and  
o u ts id e  th e  canon and  canon-m aking estab lishm en t, p o s in g  a s  th e  
canonical a u th o r  in  o rd e r  to implode from th e  inside  th e  game ru le s  th a t  
p u t  h e r  in  th a t  position . B u t maybe th e re  is  a th ird  look as well: th e  
postm odern , canonized a u th o r laugh ing  a t  th e  position  sh e  is lan d in g  in  
a g a in , desp ite  e v e ry th in g .
To d iscu ss canon-m aking is to  d iscu ss a  w r ite r 's  re la tio n sh ip  to 
em pow ering in s titu tio n s  of l ite ra ry  c ircu la tion  w hich make m eaningful th e  
t it le  " a u th o r ."  One of th e  social rea litie s  th a t  makes D ust T rack s  su c h  a  
d ifficu lt re a d  is  th a t ,  a t  th is  po in t in  tim e, th e  empowerm ent of A fro - 
A m erican people a s  a  co llectiv ity  rem ains a s  im portan t a s  th e ir  
re p re se n ta tio n  in  some canon of American l i te ra tu re . H u rs to n  only  he lp s
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p u t in  view a fu tu re  time when "race" can be b racketed  and  canons
vaporized w ithout in cu rrin g  increased  invisib ility  of a  people with a
sh a red  and continuing  h is to ry  of oppression . H urston 's unm arked g rav e ,
found a fte r  much toil by  Alice Walker, symbolizes th e  r isk s  which a tten d
tak ing  h e r  counsel too soon. But where is  the  sense in  posthum ous
laure ls if they  entail ignoring  the  critique she risked  h e r  ( lite ra ry )  life
for? D ust T racks rem inds H urston read ers  th a t the  pow er she has come to
re p re se n t as canonized au th o r in  Afro-American L ite ra tu re  is not the  k ind
of pow er she endowed h e r most memorable ch a rac te rs  w ith—including
"Zora Neale H urston" in  Dust T ra c k s .
In  the  closing p a rag rap h  of Dust T ra c k s , a d d re ss in g  both  h e r white
and  black aud iences, the  n a rra to r  outrageously  s ta te s :
I have no race  prejudice  of any k ind . My k in fo lks, and  my "sk in - 
folks" a re  dearly  loved. My own circum ference of everyday  life is 
th e re . But I see th e ir  same v irtu e s  and vices everyw here I look.
So I give you all my r ig h t hand of fellowship arid love, and hope fo r 
th e  same from you. In my eyesigh t, you lose no th ing  by  not looking 
ju s t  like me. I will remember you all in  my good th o u g h ts , and  I ask  
you k ind ly  to do the  same fo r me. Not only ju s t me. You, who p lay  
th e  zig-zag  ligh tn ing  of power over th e  w orld, w ith th e  grum bling 
th u n d e r in  your wake, th in k  kindly  of those who walk in  the  d u s t. 
And you who walk in  humble p laces, th in k  k indly  too, of o th e rs . 
T here  has been  no proof in  the  world so fa r  th a t you would be less 
a rro g a n t if you held the  lever of power in  your h an d s . . . (209).
T he title  of H urston 's  au thobiography  su g g ests  th a t th is  au th o r
positioned h e rse lf w ith "those who walk in the  d u s t" —in  lite ra ry  term s,
th e  uncanonized . But th is  last p a rag rap h  complicates th a t "outsider"
position . Why does H urston invoke the  symbol of ligh tn ing , h e r own se lf-
proclaim ed symbol of power received  a t h e r hoodoo in itia tion  (140), to
describe  the  actions of those in  positions of public power? Her n a rra tiv e
alignm ent w ith them is as implicit—and  as incomplete—as h e r  alignm ent
w ith those  walking "in humble p laces ."  At th is  end of th e  n a rra tiv e ,
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H urston 's  n a rra to r  crosses h e r las t c reek , them atizing th rough  
m etaphorical p lay of d u st and  ligh tn ing  h e r  profound d is tru s t  of pow er— 
of u n iv e rs itie s , governm ents, pub lish ing  houses—and  of those who asp ire  
to pow er. Siding with n e ith e r, she  signals h e r  iden tity  w ith h e r  Mama 
once m ore, making h e r own vision the cen ter of h e r  horizon-seeking  
p e rsp ec tiv e : "In  my ey esig h t, you lose noth ing  . . . "  F ifty  y ears  a f te r  
w riting  th is  p a ra g ra p h , H urston wields the  power of both  dust-w alkers 
and lig h tn in g -th ro w ers . The v e ry  ambivalence of h e r  canon position 
makes the  conclusion of Dust T racks as app rop ria te  now as th en .
The f i r s t  time it  appeared , these  dust track s  trailed  off into the  
Lethe of A uthors. Rescued from th is  oblivion, H urston now re p re se n ts  a  
still-new  model fo r the  black woman a u th o r, discontinuous w ith the  models 
of au th o rsh ip , b lack au th o rsh ip , and  black women's au tho rsh ip  which she 
received . Her Dust T racks show the  cost to h e r  of th is  d iscon tinu ity , b u t 
also the  p lay , the  fun  of h e r challenge to the  black and white lite ra ry  
establishm ent of h e r time. For critics today H urston 's  d u st trac k s  a re  the  
p e rs is te n t s igns of h e r  uncontainability  within a canon which we, not sh e , 
in s is t on co n stru c tin g . To read  H urston 's c ritique  of au tho rsh ip  is to 
follow th ese  tra c k s  in to  the  b rillian t web of jokes, rep ro ach es , double 
ta lk , and silences of th e  noncanonical woman w rite r .
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of Texas P re ss , 1986) as well as the  1990 anthology T he G ender of 
M odernism, ed . Bonnie Kime Scott (Bloomington, IN: Indiana U niversity  
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2. Alice Walker s a y s , ''T his was my f i r s t  indication of the  quality  I feel is 
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Shadow ,” in tro , to Zora Neale H urston , I Love Myself When I Am L aughing 
. . . And th en  Again When I Am Looking Mean and Im pressive (New York: 
The Feminist P re ss , 1979) 20.
4. R obert Hemenway f irs t  documented H urston 's unw illingness to w rite 
h e r  au tob iography . He quotes h e r  as say ing  th a t " it is too h a rd  to reveal 
one 's in n e r se lf ,"  in Zora Neale H u rs to n , A L ite ra ry  B iography (U rbana, 
IL: U niversity  of Illinois P re ss , 1977) 278. S ignificantly , what follows 
th is  explanation is a d iscussion of how H urston  d ep arts  w ith D ust T racks 
from the  b lack American male trad ition  of au tob iography . With th is  
d iscussion  Hemenway is not em phasizing H urston 's o rig inality  b u t ra th e r  
p rov id ing  a  context from which to judge h e r  au tob iog raphy 's  
shortcom ings.
5. As im portant a  critic  of H urston  as H enry Louis G ates, J r . , e x p re sses  
uncritica l glee about H urston 's late  b u t su re  en trance  in to  modern canons 
of lite ra tu re . Gates is not alone in  m arvelling: "Zora Neale H urston  is the  
f i r s t  w rite r  th a t our generation of b lack and fem inist c ritic s has b ro u g h t 
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card inal figure  in  the  Afro-American canon, th e  fem inist canon, and  th e  
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in  The S ignifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-American L ite ra ry  Criticism  
(New Y ork: Oxford U niversity  P re ss , 1988) 180.
6. W ashington lam ents, "To a large  e x te n t, th e  a tten tion  focused on Zora 
H urston 's  controversial personality  and lifestyle has inh ib ited  any 
objective critical analysis of h e r  w ork. Few male c ritic s have been  able to 
re s is t  sly  innuendoes and o u trig h t a ttack s on H urston 's personal life ,
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7. C ited in  G unter H. Lenz, "Southern  E xposures: The U rban Experience 
and  the  R e-construction  of Black Folk C ulture  and  Community in  the  
Works of R ichard Wright and  Zora Neale H urston ,"  H istory  and  T rad ition  
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H urston  began  w riting , in  The Signifying Monkey 179-180.
8. C hristian  canvasses these  s te reo types in  "Images of Black Women in 
Afro-Am erican L ite ra tu re : From S tereo type to C h a rac te r,"  Black Feminist 
C ritic ism : P erspectives on Black Women's W riters (New Y ork: Pergamon 
P re s s , 1985) 1-30. In  th is  essay  C hristian  w rites , "Zora Neale H urston , 
in  h e r  life and  in h e r  w ork, moved the  image of th e  black woman beyond 
th e  s te reo ty p e , as she sought th e  ever-evo lv ing  ways of the  folk" (11; my 
em phasis).
9. For a summary of the  sexism and a n ti-so u th e rn  bias in h eren t in 
criticism  of H urston—with a  special emphasis on H urs ton 's  outrageous 
Humor—see John Lowe "H urston , Humor, and  the  Harlem R enaissance," 
T he Harlem Renaissance Re-exam ined■, ed . V ictor A. Kramer (New York: 
AMS P re ss , 1987) 285-288.
10. See B arbara  C h ris tian , "Alice Walker: The Black Woman A rtis t as 
W ayward," Black Women W riters (1950-1980): A C ritical E valuation , ed . 
Mari Evans (G arden C ity , NY: Anchor P re ss , Doubleday, 1984) 455-477. 
C h ristian  creates generative  am biguity in g iv ing  Walker a rep re se n ta tiv e  
c o n tra ry  role among black women and in  making th a t role essen tia lly  
n o n rep resen ta tiv e . She sa y s , "Walker does not choose Sou thern  Black 
women to be h e r major p ro tagon ists  only because she  is one, b u t a lso , I 
be lieve , because she  has discovered in the  trad ition  and  h is to ry  th ey  
collectively experience an  u n d ers tan d in g  of oppression  which has elicited 
from them a willingness to re ject convention and to  hold to what is 
d ifficult" (465). And th e n , "In  re fu sin g  to elevate sex above rac e , on 
in s is tin g  on the  Black woman's responsib ility  to h e rse lf and  to  o th er 
women of color, Walker aligns h e rse lf  n e ith e r with p reva iling  white 
fem inist g roups nor with Blacks who re fu se  to acknowledge male 
dominance in  the  w orld . Because h e r  analysis does not yield to easy 
generalizations and nicely package c liches, she  continues to re s is t  th e  
tre n d s  of th e  times w ithout d iscard ing  the  t ru th s  upon which th ey  a re  
based" (467). W alker's con tra riness is p rec ise ly  th is  be tw eenness, a  way 
of speak ing  also ch arac te ris tic  of H u rs to n .
11. R eferences to the  criticism  H urston  received from h e r  b lack male p eers  
is  legion in  th e  lite ra tu re  on h e r . It is re levan t to my analysis th a t in  
d iscussing  H urs ton 's  work even h e r most apprecia tive  c ritic s  d redge up
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co n c lu d ed , 'f o r  N egro  f ic tio n , i t  d id  n o th in g '" ;  "A N egro  Way of S a y in g ,"  
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b o th  w h ite  a n d  b la c k , who w ere  all men" (1 1 ). B y d e s ir in g  th a t  sh e  
b e t t e r  r e p r e s e n t  h e r  rac e  (h en ce  th e  term  "race  re p re s e n ta t iv e "  ) , .  h e r  
male p e e r s  seem ed to  hav e  w ished th a t  sh e  m ute h e r  w om anist o rie n ta tio n  
a n d  c o n c e rn s .
12. See P e te r  B ru c k ’s in tro d u c tio n  to  T he A fro -A m erican  Novel S ince 
1960, e d . b y  P e te r  B ru c k  a n d  W olfgang K a rre r  (A m sterdam : B .R .
G ru n e r ,  1982) 1-27. B ru c k  o u tlin es  th e  h is to ric a l developm ent o f th e  a r t  
v e r s u s  p ro p a g a n d a  d e b a te  in  w hich W right p lay ed  a n  im p o rtan t ro le  a s  
" fa th e r"  o f th e  b lack  p ro te s t  no v e l. H u rs to n  does no t f ig u re  a t  a ll in  th e  
l i te r a ry  genea logy  B ru c k  d e v e lo p s , im plicitly  re le g a te d  to  th e  " a r t"  s id e  
o f th e  d e b a te . B u t in te re s t in g ly , B ru c k  docum ents c ritic ism  of Jam es 
B aldw in an d  R alph  E llison b y  le f t is t  social c r i t ic s  w hich ech o es th e  a t ta c k s  
E llison a n d  W right m ade on  H u rs to n  fo r  so f t-p e d a llin g  socia l p r o te s t  in  h e r  
w orks (7 ) .  As B ru c k  s a y s ,  "T he  re la tio n  be tw een  color a n d  a e s th e t ic s ,  
b e tw een  e th n ic ity  a n d  u n iv e rsa lity "  rem ained  a t  th e  h e a r t  o f l i t e r a r y  
c ritic ism  of b lack  w ritin g  fo r  se v e ra l decades (8) .
13. T h is  com parison  is  p re c ise ly  th e  one Jam es O lney  d raw s in  "T h e  
F o u n d in g  F a th e r s —F re d e r ic k  D ouglass a n d  B ooker T . W ash in g to n ,"  
S la v e ry  a n d  th e  L ite ra ry  Im ag ination , e d . D eborah  E. McDowell a n d  
A rno ld  R am persad  (B altim ore , MD: Jo h n s  H opkins U n iv e rs ity  P r e s s ,  1989) 
22-23. O lney  is  n o t alone in  t r e a t in g  T h e ir  Eyes Were W atching God a s  
H u rs to n 's  " rea l"  a u to b io g ra p h y . E lizabe th  F ox-G enovese  ca lls  th e  
a u to b io g ra p h y  a n d  th e  novel two of th re e  " tr ip ty c h s "  in  H u rs to n 's  la rg e r  
a u to b io g ra p h y  in  "T o  W rite M yself: T he A u to b io g rap h ies  of A fro -A m erican  
W omen," in  Fem inist I s s u e s  in  L ite ra ry  S c h o la rsh ip , e d . S h a ri B en sto ck  
(B loom ington , IN: In d ian a  U n iv e rs ity  P r e s s , 1987) 174. Lowe m akes th e  
re la te d  b u t  m ore in te re s t in g  p o in t w ith  r e g a rd s  to  th e  in sc r ip tio n  o f 
g e n d e r  id e n ti ty  in  T h e ir  E yes th a t  "a lth o u g h  Jan ie  is H u rs to n 's  s u r ro g a te  
in  th e  n o v e l, so is  T ea C ake" (308).
14. I t  is  im p o rtan t to  n o te  th a t  w h ile , a s  B a rb a ra  C h ris tia n  a rg u e s ,  
H u rs to n  m oved b lac k  wom en's l i te ra tu re  in to  an  e r a  w here  se lf -d e f in it io n  
fo r  b lac k  women was p o ss ib le  an d  p la u s ib ly  f re e  of s te re o ty p e s  o f wom en, 
w hite  a n d  b la c k , sh e  d id  so  w ith  h e r  no v e l, T h e ir  E yes W ere W atching 
G od , a n d  n o t w ith  th e  n a r r a t iv e  w hose g e n e ric  co n v en tio n s  m andated  s e lf -  
d is c lo s u re . My com parison  w ith  S te in  n e ed s  to  b e  q u a lif ie d , h o w ev er, 
s in ce  b o th  sexism  a n d  rac ism  may h av e  c o n tr ib u te d  to  H u rs to n 's  s e lf -  
p ro te c tiv e  p o s tu re  b e fo re  h e r  re a d e rs h ip . B efore  c e le b ra tin g  
p o s tm o d e rn is t s t r a te g ie s  a g a in s t th e  u n ifie d  se lf , a  c r i t ic  o f D u s t T ra c k s
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n eed s  to  recogn ize  w ith  C h ris tia n  " th e  toll i t  ta k e s  in  te rm s of se lf-  
e x p re ss io n  an d  th e re fo re  self-em pow erm ent" on a n  a r t i s t  fee lin g  
com prom ised in  a c ts  of pub lic  se lf-d e fin itio n  ; in  "T ra jec to rie s  of Self- 
D efin ition: P lacing  C ontem porary  A fro-A m erican Women's F ic tio n ,"  B lack 
Fem inist C riticism  172.
15. A U n iv e rs ity  of K en tucky  d is se r ta tio n  b y  Elvin Holt echoes Bontemps* 
im patience , c h a rg in g  H urs ton  w ith  "conven ien tly  ig n o rin g  th e  h a rs h e r  
re a lit ie s” in  D ust T rac k s  an d  o th e r  p ro se  p iec es . From DAI 1983, 3065-A: 
"Z ora Neale H u rs to n  an d  th e  Politics of Race: A S tu d y  of S elec ted  
N onfictional W orks. 11
16. See Nellie Y. McKay, "R ace, G en d er, an d  C u ltu ra l C on tex t in  Zora 
Neale H u rs to n 's  D ust T rack s  On a  R oad ,"  L ife /L in es , e d . Bella B rodzk i 
a n d  C eleste  S chenck  ( I th a c a , NY: C ornell U n iv e rs ity  P re s s ,  1988) 175- 
188. M cKay's evaluation  of D ust T ra c k s  show s M cKay's own am bivalence 
ab o u t th e  c rea tio n  of selfhood in  A fro-A m erican  wom en's a u to b io g ra p h y , 
c o n g ra tu la tin g  H u rs to n  on p ro d u c in g  a " tr ic k s te r "  se lf  while e x c u s in g  th e  
te x t  fo r  " lack fin g ] se lf-d isc lo su re "  (182, 188). For an  ev a lu a tio n  of th e  
te x t  th a t  unequ ivocally  c o n g ra tu la te s  H u rsto n  fo r  no t c o n s tru c tin g  a  
u n ified  se lf , see  Jam es K ra sn e r , "T he  Life of Women: Zora Neale H u rs to n  
a n d  Female A u to b io g rap h y ,"  B lack A m erican L ite ra tu re  Forum  23 (1989): 
113-126. K ra sn e r  sh a re s  my own su sp ic io n s ab o u t th e  c ritic a l te n d e n c y  to  
a s s ig n  T h e ir  Eyes Were W atching God au to b io g rap h ica l s ta tu s  in  lieu  of 
D ust T ra c k s : " Ja n ie 's  s to ry  in  T h e ir  Eyes Were W atching God is a  good 
deal more l i te ra ry ,  a  good deal more c o n s is te n t, an d  a  good deal more 
c ritic a lly  accep tab le  th a n  H u rs to n 's"  (117). With some in se n s itiv ity  to th e  
im portance  of th e  a c t of se lf-d e fin itio n  to  b lack  women, how ever, K ra sn e r  
s a y s ,  "To accep t Ja n ie 's  s e lf -p o r tra y a l  unequ ivocally  is  to  a cc ep t a  model 
of au to b io g rap h y  w hich is  po litica lly  a s  well a s  a e s th e tic a lly  rom anticized" 
(117).
17. See fo r  exam ple C h r is tia n , B lack Fem inist 8; an d  D eborah  G. P la n t, 
"Z ora Neale H u rs to n 's  D ust T ra c k s  On a  R oad : B lack A u to b io g rap h y  in  a 
D iffe ren t V oice," DAI 49(12) (1989): 3725A (U n iv e rs ity  of N e b ra sk a — 
L in c o ln ).
18. B lyden  Jack so n  ta g s  H u rs to n  a  "co n serv a tiv e"  in  "M oses, Man of th e  
M ountain : A S tu d y  of P o w er,"  Zora Neale H u rs to n  153; A nn L . R ayson  
more b ro a d ly  sa y s  th a t  H u rs to n  "avoids po litics a n d  social is su e s"  in  
" D ust T ra c k s  on a  R oad : Zora Neale H u rs to n  an d  th e  Form of B lack 
A u to b io g rap h y ,"  N egro A m erican L ite ra tu re  Forum 7 .2 : 40. H u rs to n  
h e rs e lf  eschew ed th e  political c o rre c tn e ss  of calling  h e rs e lf  " lib e ra l"  
r a th e r  th a n  "c o n se rv a tiv e ."  In  a  le t te r  to  C ountee C ullen  d a te d  M arch 5 , 
1943, sh e  a sso c ia te s  liberalism  w ith  "w hite a sso c ia tio n ,"  w ritin g , 
"P e rso n a lly , I have  no d e s ire  fo r  w hite  assoc ia tion  ex cep t w here  I am 
so u g h t an d  th e  p le a su re  is  m utual. T h a t fee lin g  grow s o u t o f my own se lf -  
r e s p e c t .  How ever b lu e  th e  eye  o r  yellow th e  h a ir ,  I se e  no g lo ry  to  m yself 
in  th e  co n tac t u n le s s  th e re  is som eth ing  more th a n  th e  a cc id e n t of ra c e . 
A ny o th e r  v iew point would be  g iv in g  too m uch value  to  a  m ere w hite  h id e .
I hav e  o ffended  se v e ra l 'l ib e ra ls ' am ong th e  w hites b y  sa y in g  th is  b lu n tly . 
I have  b e e n  in fu r ia te d  b y  h a v in g  them  a sk  me o u tr ig h t ,  o r  b y  s t ro n g
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im plication, if  I am no t h ap p y  o v e r th e  w hite le ft-w ing  asso c ia tin g  w ith 
N egroes. I alw ays say  no . T hen  I in v ariab ly  a sk  w hy th e  association  
should  g ive a Negro so much p leasu re?  Why an y  more p lea su re  th a n  
association  w ith  a  b lack 'lib era l'?  . . .  So I shall p ro b ab ly  n e v e r  become a 
'l ib e r a l .1 N either shall I e v e r  le t m yself be p e rsu ad e d  to have  my mind 
made u p  fo r  me b y  a  political jo b . I mean to  live an d  die b y  my own m ind. 11 
In F lorence Edw ard B o rd e rs , "Zora Neale H urston : H idden Woman," 
Callaloo 2 .2  (1979): 91.
19. S p illers f u r th e r  rem arks th a t fo r  a b lack  women's w ritin g  com m unity, 
" trad itio n "  comes to mean "a m atrix  of l ite ra ry  d iscon tinu ities  th a t  
p a rtia lly  a r tic u la te  various pe riods of consciousness in  th e  h is to ry  of an  
A frican-A m erican people" (251); C onju ring : Black Women, F ic tion , and  
L ite ra ry  T ra d itio n , ed . M arjorie P ry se  and  H ortense J .  S p illers 
(B loom ington, IN: Ind iana U n iv e rs ity  P re s s , 1985).
20. Alice W alker p laces h e r  defin ition  of "womanist" in  th e  open ing  p ag es  
of In  S earch  of O ur M others' G a rd en s :
Womanist 1. From womanish (O pp. of " g ir lish ,"  i . e . ,  fr iv o lo u s , 
irre sp o n s ib le , no t s e r io u s .)  A b lack  fem inist o r  fem inist of co lor. 
From th e  b lack  folk ex p ress io n  of m others to female c h ild re n , "You 
a c tin g  w om anish," i . e . , like a  woman. U sually r e f e r r in g  to  
o u trag e o u s , audac ious, courageous o r willful b eh av io r. . . (x i; 
W alker's em p h asis).
21. For a  p rovoca tive  d iscussion  of th e  complications involved in  a sse ss in g  
H u rs to n 's  indiv idualism , especially  as h e r  v a rie ty  re f le c ts  th e  d ifficu lties 
faced  b y  con tem porary  b lack  fem inists who prom ote bo th  se lf­
empowerment an d  communal v a lu es , see  Je n n ife r  Jo rd a n , "Fem inist 
F an tas ies: Zora Neale H u rs to n 's  T h e ir Eyes Were W atching G od,"  T u lsa  
S tud ies in  Women's L ite ra tu re  7 (1988): especially  105-108. See also 
Elliott B u tle r-E v a n s , R ace, G ender, an d  D esire: N arra tiv e  S tra te g ie s  in  
th e  Fiction of Toni Cade Bam bara, Toni M orrison, and  Alice Walker 
(Philadelph ia , PA: Temple U n iv ers ity  P re s s , 1989), especially  c h a p te r  
tw o, "E nabling  D iscourse fo r  A fro-A m erican Women W rite rs ."  A lthough  I 
came upon  th is  book late  in  my w ritin g , I found v e ry  u se fu l i ts  exp lo ra tion  
of th e  h is to ry  beh ind  b lack  fem inism 's advocacy  of a  po litics of se lf-  
a s se r tio n , especially  following th e  B lack Power movement of th e  1960s. 
B u tle r-E v an s r in g s  many of th e  same bells as  H ortense S p ille rs , a s  w hen 
he s a y s , "One m ight e x p ec t, th e n , th a t  th e  n a rra tiv e s  of B lack women a re  
almost alw ays d riv en  b y  ideological positions th a t  a re  e ssen tia lly  d isso n an t 
and  a t  times even  co n trad ic to ry "  (40 ).
22. In  a n  e ssa y  th a t  calls H urston  th e  f i r s t  A fro-A m erican woman "to  
c rea te  language  and  im agery th a t  re flec ted  th e  rea lity  of b lack  women's 
l iv e s ,"  C hery l Wall sp ecu la te s : "T he re la tiv e  sc a rc ity  of w om an-cen tered  
ta les in  th e  o ra l trad itio n  m ust have  b een  one of th e  rev e la tio n s of 
H u rs to n 's  fie ldw ork . A lthough ta les c re a te d  b y  men abou t women, m any 
of them  v iru le n tly  antifem ale, e x is t in  some q u a n tity , ta les  ab o u t women 
to ld  from  a  female po in t of view a re  r a r e " ;  "Zora Neale H u rs to n : C hang ing  
H er Own W ords,"  Am erican N ovelists R ev isited : E ssays in  Fem inist 
C ritic ism , e d . F ritz  Fleishm ann (B oston , MA: G. K. Hall, 1982) 371, 375.
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23. For a  d iscussion  of th e  ro le  of th e  p re a c h e r  a s  lead er in  b lack  folk 
com m unities, see R uthe T . S heffey , "Z ora Neale H u rs to n ’s M oses, Man of 
th e  M ountain: A Fictionalized M anifesto on th e  Im pera tives of Black 
L ea d e rsh ip ,"  College L anguage A ssociation Jo u rn a l 29.2 (1985): 212-213.
24. H u rs to n ’s in sc rip tio n  of h e r  be tw eenness w ith  re sp e c t to r u ra l  b lack  
an d  n o r th e rn  w hite c u ltu re s  will a p p ea r less  am bivalent in  th e  n ex t 
sec tion , w hen I d iscu ss  i ts  specia l place w ith in  h e r  c ritiq u e  of a u th o rsh ip . 
Here i t  is  im portan t to  s t r e s s  th a t  while c en so rin g , se lf-  o r  e x te rn a l, may 
have co n trib u ted  to  h e r  so ftpeda ling  critic ism s of w hite c u ltu re , she  
now here in  th e  n a rra tiv e  d e fe rs  to o r even  acknow ledges th a t  c u ltu re 's  
hegem ony (as Raymond Williams via Gramsci defines th a t term  [144-145]) 
o v e r A fro-A m erican c u ltu re . More th a n  m erely avo id ing  a "d irec t"  
c r it iq u e , H u rs to n ’s speak ing  position  in s is ts  on h e r  p e rh a p s  ephem eral 
tran scen d en ce  of a cu ltu ra l h ie ra rc h y  th a t  sh e  knew  in  v e ry  basic  and  
m aterial ways had  shaped  h e r  life .
25. McKay's re fe ren ce  to H urston  as " t r ic k s te r ,"  no ted  above, only 
echoes G a tes 's  h ypo thesis  th a t ,  "fo r p ro tec tio n , [H u rsto n ] made up  
sign ifican t p a r ts  of h e rse lf , like a m asquerader p u ttin g  on a  d isg u ise  fo r  
th e  ball" ("A N egro Way" 43).
26. Ju d ith  Robey also makes a  d istinc tion  betw een  c h a p te rs  one th ro u g h  
e leven and  tw elve th ro u g h  fifteen  (p lu s th e  u n p u b lish ed  e s s a y s ) , a rg u in g  
th a t th e  la t te r  a re  "essay" c h ap te rs  in  w hich H urston  tak e s  on "questions 
of th e  day" in  th e  p e rso n a  of "au th o r"—th e  p e rso n a  n e c e ssa ry , a s  I 
co n ten d , fo r  a  c ritiq u e  of h e r  l ite ra ry  au th o riza tio n ; in  "G eneric 
S tra te g ie s  in  Zora Neale H u rs to n 's  D ust T rack s  on a  R oad ,"  Black 
A m erican L ite ra tu re  Forum 24 (1990): 677.
27. I t  is  im portan t to s tr e s s  th a t  H u rs to n ’s c ris is  in  aud ience  was not 
sim ply conditioned b y  h e r  resp o n se  to h e r  w hite re a d e rs h ip , as Robey 
con tends (678). T he critic ism s H urston  received  from  h e r  b lack  male 
l ite ra ry  p e e rs  m ust also be  fac to red  in to  h e r  conflict w ith h e r  au d ien ce , 
especially  since i t  was from them  th a t sh e  rece ived  th e  most h e a t.
28. Miriam DeCosta Willis p ro v id es th is  exp lanation  fo r  H u rs to n 's  
"tam pering" w ith th e  folklore sh e  collected—chang ing  p e rsp e c tiv e s , 
in jec tin g  h e rse lf  in to  i t : p a rtic ip a tin g  in  th e  cerem onies and  r i tu a ls  of th e  
communities she  v is ited  d u r in g  h e r  field  t r ip s  p e rsu ad e d  h e r  th a t  "b lack  
a r t  was a  liv in g , b re a th in g  th in g  th a t  could not b e  red u c ed  to  a collection 
of field  n o tes"—o r song  no tes fo r  th a t  m a tte r; "Folklore an d  th e  C reative  
A r t is t ,"  College Language A ssociation Jo u rn a l 27 (1983): 87.
29. A frican-A m erican c u ltu ra l c ritic s  a f te r  th e  s ix tie s ' B lack Pow er 
movement have exh ib ited  more to le rance  th a n  H urston  could o r  would have 
abou t th e  c lass d iffe rences th a t se p a ra te d  b la c k s , especially  a s  th e se  
d iffe ren ces m apped onto color d iffe ren ces betw een  them . In  T h is Was 
Harlem (New Y ork: F a r r a r ,  S tra u s , G iroux , 1981), J e rv is  A nderson  
e x h ib its  su ch  to le rance—and  th e  long p e rsp ec tiv e  i t  r e q u ire s —in
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d iscussing  the  class tensions occasioned by  th e  w hite, m iddle-class 
conventionality  of the  "colored elite11: "The experience of b lacks like 
Jessie  Fauset was su re ly  deserv ing  of a tten tio n . T heir predicam ent, 
though  on a  h igher social p lane, was not un re la ted  to  th a t of most b lacks, 
who, because of social b a rr ie rs , w ere not free  to a sp ire  and ach ieve , to 
make of them selves w hatever th ey  were equipped by  ta len t and  
imagination to b e . Many among the  colored elite  who sought these  forms of 
liberation  did so as much from a w ish to realize th e ir  own po ten tia l as from 
a d esire  to d iffe ren tia te  them selves from those of th e ir  race  who were 
b lack er, p oo rer, and less cu ltivated  than  th ey . B ut however 
u n d ers tan d ab le  th a t desire  w as, i t  ten d ed —when viewed b y  th e  m asses— 
to  inh ib it sym pathy fo r what was most human about th e ir  p ligh t"  (198).
30. In  T heir Eyes Were Watching God (U rbana, IL: U niversity  of Illinois, 
1978), H urston  enfolds some of the  same in te rn a l criticism  of b lack folk 
cu ltu re  into the  s to ry  Janie sh a res  w ith Phoebe: criticism  of classism and 
its  white roots as reflected  in  Jody S ta rk s , who needs to dominate o th ers  
w ith his "b ig  voice," and  as valorized b y  N anny, who m arries young  Janie 
off to Logan Killicks fo r secu rity ; criticism  of colorism as person ified  by  
M rs. T u rn e r ; criticism  of masculine ideologies of dominance over women as 
a rticu la ted  b y  Janie to Jody . Im portantly , how ever, in  D ust T racks the  
connection betw een social criticism  and au tho rsh ip  is  .forged in  th e  s to ry  
of H u rsto n 's  own personal and  lite ra ry  au thoriza tions.
31. In  deta iling  H urstonfs argum ent about classism and rac e , I p re se rv e  
h e r  categories of "lower class" and "u p p er class" since th e  v e ry  
com prehensibility  of the  term s to h e r  rea d e rs  su p p o rted  h e r  poin t th a t 
d ifferences in m aterial p ro sp e rity  and education  deeply divided th e  b lack 
population and  created  conflicts in  th e ir  percep tions about the  value and 
meaning of Afro-Am erican id en tity .
32. H urston 's  w om an-centered criticism  of b lack colorism is  a  good place to 
consider th e  boldness and  complexity of h e r  pro-wom en, p ro -fo lk  
community s ta n c e . A lthough he does not explicitly  take  h e r to ta sk  fo r 
th is  feminism, Nick A aron Ford shows his contem pt fo r H urston 's  womanist 
sensib ility  in  accusing  h e r  of disloyalty  to b lacks—and black men in  
p a rtic u la r—in h e r  characteriza tion  of Jonah in  Jonah 's Gourd V ine. The 
logic goes th a t you cannot be  tru e  to your race if you a re  t r u e r  to yo u r 
s e x . T his p a tte rn  of criticism  and response engendered  b y  H urstonfs 
c re ek -c ro ss in g  c ritiques continues in  contem porary Afro-Am erican theo ry  
and  criticism . A good example of it is  found in Michael Awkward!s 
criticism  of Deborah McDowell's vision of b lack women's p o e try  in  th e  
1990s, in  "B oundaries: O r D istant Relations and  Close Kin" and  
"R esponse ,"  Afro-Am erican L ite ra ry  S tudy  in  th e  1990s, ed . Houston A. 
B aker, J r . ,  and Patricia  Redmond (U niversity  of Chicago P re ss : 1989). 
McDowell, s tre s s in g  th a t "black women's lives a re  not un iform ," ex p re sses  
H urston-like  defiance to  p resc rip tiv e ly  "race conscious" w ritin g  and th e  
forced  u n ity  i t  endows The Afro-Am erican Experience (54). Awkward, in  
re sp o n se , echoes F ord 's complaint th a t McDowell advocates a critical 
p rac tice  m anifesting "an ap p aren t rejection of race" (74).
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33. See James K rasner's  development of th e  thesis th a t fo r H urston  
selfhood is  always a  function of provisional s to r ie s , changing and 
incom plete.
34. See ’’What White Publishers Won’t  P u b lish ,"  I Love Myself When I Am 
L au g h in g .. ♦, ed . Alice Walker (Old W estbury, NY: Feminist P re ss , 1979): 
169-173, fo r a  b rillian t instance of H urston’s d is reg a rd  fo r th e  approved  
authorization  of th e  title  f ig u re s .
35. One of th e  earliest critics of Afro-Am erican women’s au tob iography  as 
a  gen re  a p a rt from Afro-American men's au tob iography  is  Regina 
B lackburn . "In  Search of the  Black Female Self: African-Am erican 
Women's A utobiographies and E thn ic ity ,"  Women’s A utobiography: Essays 
in  C riticism , ed . Estelle C. Jelinek (Bloomington, IN: Indiana U niversity  
P re s s , 1980) 131-48, shows B lackburn’s early  attem pt to canvas the  
d ifferences betw een individual b lack women's se lf-w ritings and  to 
ten ta tiv e ly  su g g est some of the  differences these  te x ts  m anifest from th e  
male trad itio n  of au tobiography as codified by  B u tte rfie ld .
36. I t is possible th a t public au thorization  to  be c o n tra ry  c u rren tly  
a tten u a tes  re a d e rs ' perceptions of what is  coun tertrad itional in  w ritings 
b y  contem porary womanist au th o rs  like Walker and M orrison.
N evertheless, my purpose  in  th is  p ro jec t is to underm ine ju s t  th is  so r t  of 
ennui with rad ical au tho rs b y  a tten d in g  to the  spaces th a t  th ey  c rea te  fo r 
them selves to question , w ith v ary in g  degrees of c o n tra rie ty , th e  public 
au thoriza tion  they  undergo .
Coda Women and  th e  C hallenge o f/ to A u th o rsh ip
T he p u rp o se  of th is  coda is  to  co n sid e r b r ie f ly  th e  them e of 
"b e tw e e n n ess” v a rio u s ly  developed in  th e  la s t th re e  c h a p te rs  a n d  to 
r e s i tu a te  i t  w ith in  a  b ro a d , con tem porary  view of women a n d  a u th o rs h ip . 
T h is  coda is  no t a  s u b s ti tu te  fo r  th e  p re c e d in g  c h a p te r s . T he  specific  
a rg u m en ts  of G e rtru d e  S te in , Simone de B eau v o ir, an d  Zora Neale 
H u rs to n ’s au th o b io g rap h ica l p ro je c ts , c la rified  th ro u g h  o v e rre a d in g  th e ir  
t e x t s ,  will no t rece iv e  sum m ary rev iew  o r assessm en t h e re . In s te a d , some 
g e n e ra l re flec tio n s  on th e  re levance  of th e ir  a u th o b io g rap h ie s  to  fem in ist 
l i te ra ry  s tu d ie s  conclude th is  d is se r ta tio n . T he am bivalence tow ard  th e  
ideology a n d  in s titu tio n  of a u th o rsh ip  in sc rib e d  in  th e ir  a u to b io g rap h ie s  
s e rv e s  a s  a  focus fo r  my re flec tio n s  while a t  th e  sam e time p e rm ittin g  me to  
g e n e ra te  some am bigu ity  of my ow n. I do no t p ro p o se  to  de te rm ine  
w h e th e r  o r  no t a u th o rsh ip  is  good fo r  women, s ince  women who w rite  
re q u ire  some a u th o riza tio n  to  be  re a d . I t  is  th e  tran sfo rm a tio n  r a th e r  
th a n  th e  m ere ex is ten ce  of a u th o rsh ip  a s  a n  in s titu tio n  th a t  is  a t  is s u e . I 
o ffe r  h e re  a  lim ited overview  of how S te in , de B eau v o ir, a n d  H u rs to n  
re sp o n d e d  to  a u th o rs h ip , challeng ing  i ts  b o u n d a rie s  an d  i ts  v e ry  g ro u n d , 
in  w ays s ti ll  m eaningful fo r  women a u th o rs  to d ay . In  th e  same w ay th a t  
s t r a te g ie s  o f se lf-d e fin itio n  a re  in tim ately  bound  u p  w ith  th e ir  q u e s tio n s  
ab o u t a u th o rs h ip , so too a tt i tu d e s  of con tem porary  fem in ist c r i t ic s  
tow ards a u th o rs h ip  a re  linked  to  o u r (w ork ing) d e fin itio n s of o u rse lv e s  a s  
fem in is ts . T he  "betw eenness"  of th e  th re e  women re a d  in  th is  p ro je c t 
to w ard s th e  re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  se lf  an d  a u th o r  w ith in  th e i r  re sp e c tiv e
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c u ltu re s  su p p lie s  th e  space  n e c e ssa ry  fo r  u s  to re th in k  o u r re la tio n sh ip  to 
a n  in s titu tio n  su p p o r tin g  c ritica l p ra c t ic e .
My re a d in g s  of th e  au th o b io g rap h ies  o f S te in , de B eauvo ir, a n d  
H u rs to n  have re p re se n te d  th e  w ays in  w hich th e se  wom en's n a r ra t iv e s  
q u e rie d  th e  ideology and  th e  p ra c tic e  o f m odern a u th o rsh ip  in  A m erica an d  
F ran ce . Em bedded in  n a rra tiv e s  of th e  se lf , th e ir  p lo ts  o f a u th o r- iz a tio n  
re p re s e n t  th re e  v e ry  d iffe re n t women who n e v e rth e le s s  have in  common 
th e  fa c t th a t  th e y  g rap p led  w ith d ifficu lties  in  se lf-d e fin itio n  and  
am bigu ities in  th e ir  e x p erien ces  of a u th o rsh ip . S te in , de  B eau v o ir, an d  
H u rs to n  all lived  in  th e  h e a r t  o f th e ir  l i te ra ry  w orlds b u t  p a rad o x ica lly  
w ro te  them selves ou t o f th e  c e n te r , e cc en tric a lly , a s  m averick  a u th o rs  
d isc o n te n t w ith  th e  rece iv ed  s c r ip ts  of a u th o rs h ip . Most em phatically  in  
d e  B eau v o ir 's  an d  H u rs to n 's  p ro je c ts , th is  d isc o n te n t doveta iled  w ith  th e  
fa c t  o f th e  a u th o r 's  s e x , com plicating h e r  s e lf -u n d e rs ta n d in g  as a woman 
a u th o r .  A rtfu lly , a n d  y e t w ith  th e  a r t le s s  in te n s ity  of p e rso n a l 
in v es tig a tio n s  of id eas an d  memory, a ll th re e  of th e  women a u th o rs  in  my 
p ro je c t w ro te  n a rra t iv e s  n o n trad itio n a l b y  m asculine s ta n d a rd s  of 
em plotm ent—w hich sanc tion  s to r ie s  th a t  p ro g re s s  w ith  r ig o ro u s  logic from  
cau se  to e ffe c t—to  communicate n o n trad itio n a l, fem inine a u th o ria l 
id e n t i t ie s .
In  th e  sim plest te rm s, S te in , de B eau v o ir, an d  H u rs to n  belie  th e  
m asculine p lo t of a u th o rsh ip  w hich m ain tains, " . . .  a n d  I d id  i t  all b y  
m y se lf."  S te in  spoke  th ro u g h  th e  voice of h e r  lo v e r , Alice T ok las; de  
B eauvo ir r e p re s e n te d  th e  sy n c h ro n y  of h e r  childhood w ith  Zaza a n d  h e r  
a d u lt  life  w ith  S a r t r e  (an d  ev ery o n e  e ls e ) ; an d  H u rs to n  in s is te d  on  th e  
m aterna l a u th o riza tio n  of h e r  voice. In  th e  p lace  of l in e a r , m asculine
337
fic tions of se lf-a u th o riz a tio n , th ese  women d escrib e  w ayw ard tra je c to rie s  
of au th o riza tio n  th a t d is ru p t neat boundaries betw een them selves and  
o th e rs  an d  th a t fo reg ro u n d  the  p u rs u i t  of au th o riza tio n  w ith in  th e  
co n tex ts  of re la tio n sh ip s . T hese re la tionsh ip s a re  no t re la tio n sh ip s  of 
opposition  in  th e  way th a t S a r tre  is  opposed to h is  g ra n d fa th e r  an d  W right 
is opposed to  h is fa th e r .  A rec ip ro c ity , as Carol C. Gould term s it  (6 ) , 
betw een  th e  se lf  and  o th e rs  inform s th e  re la tio n sh ip s p a tte rn e d  in  th e  
women's n a r r a t iv e s . In  place of a dualistic  ontology of th e  p e rs o n /a u th o r  
as defined  a g a in s t o th e rs , S te in , de B eauvoir, and  H urs ton  co llectively  
su g g e s t th e  co n to u rs  of a  fem inist ontology of th e  p e rso n  sim ilar to  th e  
one theo rized  b y  Caroline W hitbeck in  which th e  h is to ry  of th e  s e lf /a u th o r  
coincides w ith  a  h is to ry  of re la tionsh ip s (77).
Im p o rtan tly , th is  rec ip ro c ity  betw een se lf  an d  o th e rs , be tw een  th e  
female a u th o r- to -b e  an d  h e r  sign ifican t o th e rs , se rv e s  a lte rn a te ly  to 
enab le  an d  to  th w a rt th e  woman w rite rs ' au th o riza tio n . S te in  oscilla tes 
be tw een  d e s ir in g  to  be  au th o rized  and  d e s ir in g  to  m aintain h e r  p r iv a te ,  
m arginal life sty le  w ith Alice; de B eauvoir oscillates betw een  d ev o tin g  
h e rse lf  to h e r  re la tio n sh ip  and  committing h e rse lf  to  h e r  w ritin g ; an d  
H u rsto n  c u ltiv a te s  a  voice th a t  oscillates betw een prom oting  h e r  l i te ra ry  
in te re s ts  an d  prom oting  community in te re s ts  th a t  occlude th e  sign ificance  
of h e r  l ite ra ry  a u th o r- iza tio n . A common denom inator am ong th e se  
women's au thob iog raph ies is  th a t  each a u th o r has some d ifficu lty  in  
reconciling  h e r  re la tional be ing  w ith h e r  p ro fessional a sp ira tio n s  w ith in  
l i te ra ry  c u ltu re s  b iased  tow ards m asculine notions of d e finab le , iso lab le , 
autonom ous se lfh o o d . While none can accu ra te ly  be  called " o th e r-  
o rien ted "  in  th e  sen se  of liv ing  fo r  o th e r s , each woman p o r tra y s  h e rs e lf
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"o rien ted  to th e  w elfare of relational complexes w ith in  which the  w elfare of 
's e lf1 and  'o th e r ' a re  m utually dependen t"  (H ard ing  60). Im portan tly , 
p rocesses of au th o r-iza tio n  and not h e r  re la tionsh ips a re  w hat each a u th o r 
calls into q u estio n . All th re e  au thobiographies su g g e s t th a t  in  
com plicating th e  experience  of au th o rsh ip , a re la tional o rien tation  
catalyzes questions about ideologies of au th o rsh ip  which assum e s tab le  
defin itions of selfhood a p a r t from  o r  in  opposition to o th e r s .
By a rg u in g  fo r  th e  insufficiency  of du a lis tic , masculine defin itions 
of th e  se lf , S te in , de B eauvoir, and  H urston  destab ilized  some ideological 
roo ts of a u th o rsh ip . Stein called into question  th e  epistem ology of se lf-  
know ledge; de B eauvoir called in to  question  the  concepts of o rig ina lity  
and  autonom y; H urston  called in to  question  th e  po lariz ing  social 
boundaries co n stru c ted  around  selfhood. Each au thob iograph ical account 
te s tif ie s  to th e  r isk s  th a t  th ese  women took in  e x p re ss in g  th e ir  
unconventional ideas about au tho ria l id e n tity . A drienne R ich, 
acknow ledging th e  psychic  and  m aterial r isk s  women tak e  in  evolving 
p e rso n al and  p ro fessional v isions alien to p a tr ia rc h a l conven tions, sa y s : 
"Sometimes [th e  r isk ]  involves tin y  ac ts  of immense courage; sometimes 
pub lic  a c ts  which can cost a  woman h e r  job or h e r  life; o ften  i t  involves 
moments, o r  long p e rio d s , of th in k in g  th e  u n th in k a b le , b e in g  labeled , o r 
fee ling  c razy ; alw ays a loss of trad itiona l secu ritie s"  (215). In  th e ir  
c ritiq u e s  o f a u th o rsh ip , H urston  certa in ly  r isk e d  h e r  life , S te in  tr ie d  to 
th in k  th e  u n th inkab le  and fe lt a little  c ra zy , and  de B eauvoir d isca rd ed  
th e  se c u rity  th a t  rew arded  bourgeois fem ininity; all th re e  women a u th o rs  
w ere " labe led ,"  as Rich sa y s , in  d ero g a to ry  term s. In  them selves th e  
r isk s  th a t th ey  ra n  a re  no t desirab le  o r noble; b u t th e y  do ind icate  th e
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se r io u sn e ss  o f each  woman's im pulsion to w rite  c ritic a lly  a b o u t h e r  a u th o r ­
iza tio n .
O v e rrea d in g  th e  au th o b io g rap h ies  of th ese  an d  o th e r  women th u s  
rev e a ls  th e  s t r a in  a u th o riz e d  women may live  w ith , b u t  a lso  th e  co u rag e  of 
th e ir  challenge to  a u th o ria l ideologies a n d  p ra c t ic e s . N e ith e r th e  s t r a in  
n o r  th e  cou rage  may be  e a sy  fo r  fem in ists to  reck o n  w ith  a s  we w ork  o u t 
th eo rie s  of l i te ra tu re  a n d  c u ltu re  w ith in  w ritin g  th a t  we a lso  w ant ( to  b e ) 
a u th o r iz e d . A w illingness to  e n c o u n te r  th e  p roblem atic  re la tio n sh ip  
be tw een  indiv idualism  an d  a u th o rsh ip  may be  th e  h a rd e s t  a t t i tu d e  to  
c u ltiv a te , b u t  also th e  most n e c e ssa ry . In  th e  la s t d e ca d e , s e v e ra l 
s tu d ie s ,  fem inist an d  neohum an ist, have a p p e a re d  w hich in v e s tig a te  th e  
ideological legacy  of ind iv idualism  in  th e  la te  tw en tie th  c e n tu ry  (see  H eller 
e t  a l . ) . E lizabeth  F ox -G enovese 's  Feminism W ithout Illu s io n s : A C ritiq u e  
of In d iv id u a lism , in  p a r t ic u la r ,  exp lo res m odern feminism a s  b o th  an  
o u tg ro w th  a n d  a rev is io n  of ind iv idualism . I f  ind iv idualism  i s ,  as 
W hitbeck c o n te n d s , an  ideology d e riv e d  from  p a tr ia rc h y  th a t  rep la ce s  th e  
ru le  o f th e  fa th e rs  w ith  th e  " ru le  of th e  sons"  (6 8 ), fem inism  th e n  h as th e  
challenge  of d ec ip h e rin g  th e  w ays in  w hich i ts  c ritiq u e  of c u ltu re  
a d v o ca te s  som eth ing  d iffe re n t from  th e  so n s ' ru le . F ox-G enovese sp e a k s  
o f th e  "edge" th a t  fem in ist know ledge (as w itnessed  in  th e  wom en's 
a u to b io g rap h ie s  in  th is  p ro jec t)  c a r r ie s  in  conceiv ing  of th e  se lf  "a s  'one ' 
a n d  a s  'm a n y '" ; a n d  sh e  a lso  te n ta tiv e ly  s u g g e s ts  fem in is ts ' spec ia l 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  of a po litics of d iffe ren ce  o p e ra tiv e  w ith in  co llec tiv itie s  
( Feminism 231, 241). On th e  w hole, how ever, F ox-G enovese , C arol 
G illigan , a n d  o th e r  fem in is ts  committed to  a  reev a lu a tio n  o f m asculine 
ind iv idualism  in  sp e e c h , e th ic s , a n d  canon form ation p a ss  o v e r i ts
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ro o ted n e ss  in  a u th o ria l ideology an d  p ra c t ic e . I t  is  w o rth  w o n d e rin g  why 
an  in d iv id u a l's  p u r s u i t  of pow er an d  a u th o r ity  th ro u g h  th e  medium of 
p r in t  m ight escape  fem inist a n a ly s is . T he q u es tio n  is n o t su ff ic ie n tly  
an sw ered  b y  th e  a rg u m en t th a t  in  co n fro n tin g  a u th o rs h ip 's  lin k s  w ith  
m asculine ind iv idua lism , women may jeopard ize  th e ir  su rv iv a l in  a  m ale- 
o rg an ized  academ y an d  th e ir  su ccess  in  th e  l i te ra ry  /c r itic a l  m arke tp lace . 
My se n se  is  th a t  wom en's deep  investm en ts in  l i te ra ry  in s titu tio n s  a s  a 
m eans fo r  g a in in g  co llective pow er s u p p re s s  th e  im pulse to exam ine how 
a u th o rsh ip  alw ays also e ffe c ts  an  in d iv id u a l's  a u th o r ity  a n d  em pow erm ent.
In  a n y  c a se , q u e s tio n in g —open ing  sp aces fo r  re flec tio n  w ithou t 
p o s itin g  h a rd -a n d - fa s t  a n sw e rs—ra th e r  th a n  c o n fro n tin g  a u th o rsh ip  has 
been  th e  focus of th is  p ro je c t, an d  q u e s tio n in g  lies b eh in d  th e  s p ir i t  of 
b e tw een n ess  c h a ra c te r iz in g  th e  voices in  S te in 's ,  de B e a u v o ir 's ,
H u rs to n ’s  (an d  W rig h t's , to  some e x te n t)  au th o b io g rap h ica l p ro je c ts . 
P e rh a p s  th e  c r it iq u e s  of a u th o rsh ip  I have  re a d  in  th e  fo reg o in g  c h a p te rs  
have  no t b e en  docum ented  b e fo re  p rec ise ly  b ecau se  of th e i r  am bivalence 
a n d  e q u iv o c a lity . R ead ing  l i te ra ry  au to b io g rap h y  w ith  a  view  to  th e  
d is tin c tio n s  be tw een  w r ite r  an d  a u th o r  an d  betw een  fem ale se lf  an d  female 
a u th o r  h as  en ta iled  my c u ltiv a tin g  a  q u estio n in g  a t t i tu d e  to w ard s th e  
ind iv idualism  u n d e rly in g  a u th o rs h ip . Such an  a tt i tu d e  t r a d e s  in  th e  
sa tis fac tio n  of conclu siv en ess  fo r  th e  s u rp r is in g  t r u th s  o f am b igu ity : th e  
m eanings of se lfhood , o r ig in a lity , a u th o r i ty , autonom y—com ponents of 
in d iv id u a lity  a n d  a u th o rs h ip —sh if t  an d  ch an g e  in  th e  wom en's 
a u th o b io g ra p h ie s . One g re a t  sa tis fac tio n  in  w ritin g  th is  p ro je c t h as  come 
from  g e n e ra tin g  th is  am bigu ity  from  th e  d iv e rse ly  g e n d e re d  p e rs p e c tiv e s  
of th e  a u th o b io g ra p h e rs  I have  s tu d ie d .
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A nother sa tis fac tio n  has come from defam iliarizing l i te ra ry  
a u to b io g rap h y  and  th e  p lo ts  of au th o r-iza tio n  it  con tains as a  g e n re . By 
in te rp re t in g  authors* own question ing  s to rie s  abou t th e ir  au th o riza tio n s , I 
hope to  have dem onstra ted  how lite ra ry  au tob iog raphy  o ffe rs  fem inists 
c ritic a l o p p o rtu n ities  to  ex erc ise  th e  betw eenness of o u r re la tio n sh ip  to 
a u th o rsh ip  a n d , b y  ex ten sio n , to l ite ra ry  in s titu tio n s  w hich confer 
a u th o r i ty . The s tu d y  of d iffe rence  in  au thob iog raph ies can co n tr ib u te  to 
th e  c u r re n t  academ ic movement to tran sfo rm  th e  social o rgan iza tion  fo r  
te ach in g  and  w ritin g  abou t m inority and  women a u th o r s . F o r te a c h e rs , a t 
s ta k e  is th e  developm ent of specifically  fem inist ta c tic s  fo r  p re s e n tin g  th e  
a u th o ria l e n te rp r is e  in  l ite ra tu re  an d  w ritin g  c lasses as a h is to rica l 
phenom enon and  as a  c a re e r  th a t s tu d e n ts , male and  fem ale, m ight p u rsu e  
them selves. For c ritic s  and  th e o r is ts , a t s tak e  is th e  developm ent of 
s tra te g ie s  fo r  d isc u ss in g  specifically  fem inist defin itions and  p ro ce sse s  of 
empowerment th ro u g h  a u th o rsh ip . S te in , de B eauvo ir, and  H u rs to n 's  
au th o b io g rap h ies  all su g g e s t th a t a u th o rsh ip  as an  in s titu tio n  challenges 
b u t  is also challenged  b y  women who w rite  no t n e cessa rily  as se lf-  
proclaim ed fem in is ts . T h e ir  equivocal p lo ts  of au th o r-iza tio n  likewise 
challenge fem inist a u th o r s , c r i t ic s , and  th e o ris ts  of l i te ra tu re  to  d e riv e  
from  o u r investm en ts in  l ite ra ry  in s titu tio n s  th e  a u th o rity  to q u estio n  
a u th o rs h ip .
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